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        Friendly Neighborhood Necromancer

    
    
    
    
                To be taken to another world; isn't that the kind of thing that nearly everyone wishes for once in their life? To use their savvy knowledge of how things usually go in that situation to take advantage, and lead a life where they are the center and in control of their destiny.

But in the stories, the one who is brought ends up with a grand power to help them through. Here, a man is brought to a foreign world as his new character in the VRMRPG, Underworld of Armok, at Level 1. In safety there are few benefits, only by taking risks far beyond his level could one proceed. 

Transported to another world, he wishes to do good and be a hero. Accumulating power to help the less fortunate. There's just one caveat; he's a Necromancer, and his greatest source of strength will probably get him lynched.

Quick Description
Another video game/isekai novel. Unfortunately, the MC has crossed over during character creation of a Necromancer and is Level 1. He also lacks the ever so helpful status window.


Fair warning, the Friendly Villager Necromancer arc(1) is slow. He does not want to run out into the dangerous world to get killed right after arriving. Sucks to be Level 1, eh? Git gud scrub.

It's basically a Slice of Life from his perspective.

The Thread, in case you get a bit confused about people/places.


[16+] Now probably! For strong language and violence! And anthropophagy and lewd intimations! And stupid jokes and obscure references! And philosophical ditherings and a slow pace! Make peace with the absurd, and come to terms with the terrible!

            

    
        Chapter 0: A Brief Introduction, Observing the Surroundings

    
    
    
    
                Let me introduce myself.


Hmm, on second thought, I should probably explain the situation. It is a bit odd, although it’s actually a pretty common one. Other than the fact it never happened before, so it is a bit strange.


It is a situation that you might have read in light novels, it was a pretty common topic when it happened to me. You probably know it, being transported into a video game.


I played a niche VR game called ‘Underworld of Armok’. It’s an RPG with no level cap and the ability to heavily multiclass. My character was a high level cleric of the sun god(Yes, I’m aware. Praise the sun \[T]/) and I spent a bit of time leading parties to their doom. There’s some backstory to it, but sadly I decided to leave my trolling ways. Instead of an evil hero of light, I was making a heroic necromancer.


Right after doing so, my newly created necromancer found himself on a grassy hill. This was a problem.


As the title Underworld of Armok, it wasn't a very cheery setting. Much like a certain game where you Praise the Sun, or the one where carp could murder hundreds. I was standing under a lively tree, and there wasn't a single skull or corpse in sight.
It really didn't seem like the game.


I didn't panic. How could I panic? I wanted something like this to happen to me for ages! When an idle dream comes true why would you reject it?


But I needed to make sure this was real. Otherwise how embarrassing would that be when I get back to reality? Testing time!

Easiest to test would be the log out button. Seeing as the console didn't appear before me, this was definitely a data point leaning towards a new reality. Of course it didn't prove anything, it could just be a bug.


Second test, I grabbed some grass and chewed it. It tasted like grass from a temperate zone. Considering the nuances of flavor, this also added a data point towards new reality. VR wasn't allowed to add flavor, except in the case of culinary simulations. It also was a huge drain on resources and graphics usually suffered and such sims took place in small settings. Technically speaking it was not impossible that flavor had been added, but it was incredibly unlikely.


Third test, I took of my ash gray started robe. I was neither pixelated nor the image of a Ken doll. My age was over 18, but this was still not typical for VRs outside of dating services and that...other genre of games. This also suggested I was no longer in Underworld.


I hesitated a bit before putting the itchy robe back on, but there was a road nearby. Imagine getting arrested for streaking and life in prison after transferring to a new world. It certainly wouldn't be cliche at the very least.


Fourth test...well, I’d done all the easy ones, but I still doubted this was reality more than I doubted the old one’s existence. So I decided to start a small fire, I've spent numerous hours staring into the flames in game, and they have certain patterns to them. Of course the graphics may have changed, but all things needed to be weighed together.


Ahh, but how was I to start a fire? A feeling of excitement started to boil up in me. I’d be testing my magic.


“<Flare>!” I stepped forward and stretched my arm out. An odd...shape? appeared in my mind and I felt a small loss. I will be doing my best to describe these things, in the future I realized that much of magic is its own sense; you will have to make do with the inept metaphors.


The feeling was a curious one, one that begged further investigation. At the moment, there was something more overwhelming to me. Or perhaps I should say underwhelming?


Perhaps the most pitiful <Flare> spell to ever exist, a ping pong  sized lump of flame more or less plopped onto the ground. It sizzled a little, but the grass was simply too verdant and healthy. In the end, only a small black mark remained.


At first I was disappointed. But then I wasn't, because magic! But then I was, because Level 1. Then I reminded myself to get back on track, emotions could be felt later.


I needed some tinder to light, since that fire was just too pitiful. Luckily, at the bottom of the hill I stood on there was a road, and beyond the road was a sparse deciduous forest. Since the canopy was thin, plenty of light got through to dry the leaves and twigs I needed.


Prepared, I would focus on analyzing the mind shape thingy and how I felt drained afterwards. Setting up the tinder I cast again.


“<Flare>!”


I didn't know why I stepped out and raised my palm as I did that time, only that it was a natural motion that accompanied the casting. As for the shape, I felt it was the spell. I couldn't recall what it looked/felt like, but in general it seemed pointy. 
Please bear with me. I am retelling the tale as it happened. If I revealed all the things I know now, not only would it be less narratively satisfying, but you'd have to read a textbook that based itself on a sensation you can't experience. Not only would very few people enjoy such a thing, but I also don't wish to write it.


The latter is all the justification I need, so just accept the upcoming arcane explanation. Heh, I didn't even mean to do that.

As the pointy shape formed, I felt power flowing into it. This was definitely the same sort of drain I felt earlier. I came to understand that this was the sensation of using mana! It felt like pushing a liquid into the Spell Shape, but like the motions of my body it felt reflexive. It could probably be controlled consciously, but that would be like consciously breathing, awkward and taking a while to get back into the rhythm unless one got distracted.


Letting the small pile of detritus catch aflame, I looked inward, trying to feel out my mana reserves. Unfortunately this was not like some stories, where a helpful screen popped up saying ‘Mana: 70/100’, such a thing would be too convenient. Right then I was a chick learning to fly; something innate to my being that had yet to be understood. 


After scrunching various muscles and making weird faces trying to get my new sense to move, I finally realized it. Like taking time to realize words are made of letters, I realized what to look for.


My mana sense was not accurate. I could tell that my mana was far from full, but I could only know it was at more than half, but less than 90%. Even though I could average those two to 70%, the longer I looked, the more wrong that felt. But was it lower? Higher? Definitely higher. Probably.


Using meta gaming, I recalled that I had 132 Mana. <Flare> cost about 6. But casting two brought me far lower than that. There were only two reasons, either the magic changed, or I had.


Wanting to recover, I observed the flame as I waited. The flames crackled normally and danced without their usual fractal-like sequence.


Satisfied, I let the fire starve. I couldn't be sure this was reality, but from this point on, it was close enough for my purposes. Life is about experiences, good or bad, fictional or real.


Looking down off the hill from under the white oak, I sat in the shade, gazing down over the dirt road. Then, the sparse, but lush forest beyond.


It was a nice world.
            

    
        Chapter 1: Magic and a Barnacle

    
    
    
    
                The old white oak provided plenty of shade, and a crook in the roots was a perfectly comfortable resting place. The skies were clear and the sun shone down.  
I could feel the warmth on my skin. It registered differently than in the game, and I hadn't gone hiking or just relaxed outside in ages. The sunbeams striking my skin, it really made me feel like I should...well, you know.  
A little bit about myself before moving on, in particular about venerating the sky-orb. I was a role player in VR games-I could take ridiculous actions that real life wouldn't allow. I love making characters that seem contradictory, so naturally I made a good-seeming cleric who was evil at heart(But less greedy than a Sun Knight). What cleric would radiate pure goodness more than one of the sun? And if you worship the sun, well all you can do then is find your brothers and praise it.  
But I can get very into my role. If I was tired, I would sometimes slip into character, which isn't as embarrassing as it sound. It took some effort, but I managed to cultivate a deep and attractive voice for the cleric. Even so, I had to worry about the character’s personality appearing in reality.  
I don't have multiple personalities, it’s just poor impulse control. The personality was made for having fun, but it wasn’t appropriate to maliciously mislead people in reality.  
Now this was reality. If I praised the sun too much, I felt I might fall back into old habits. Escorting people to a zone far too dangerous for them and leaving them to die was not the image I wanted anymore. 
Heroes were nice too.  
That's why I relaxed in the shade, avoiding the pleasure of the sun. An easygoing hero resting in the laurels, that's the image I went for.  
Of course, I wasn't strictly lazing about, there was also the matter of mana regeneration. Without a way to measure time, the measure would be guesswork based on guesswork. Still, it would be important to get a feel for it.  
Mana regeneration in game was decided by Intelligence and Wisdom, and potentially other stats depending on your class. 1 mana per 10 minutes per point of Wisdom and half that rate for Intelligence, on top of a base percent rate. That gave me 2.9 mana per minute. 
Curiously enough, my mana regenerated faster than the correct amount of time. Having theoretically used 12 mana, it should have taken around 3 minutes, but instead the time felt shorter than that, very quickly refilling. This was in addition to feeling as though the spell had consumed more mana than it should have.  
It was…good news, objectively speaking. But knowledge is power, and my predictions were way off. Developing new calculations was going to be a bummer, especially without an accurate timepiece.  
I had another goal though, to observe the road. I wanted to know more about the world, was I in high, low or dark fantasy? Magitech or steampunk? Was I in the last remnants of nature in a futuristic world?  
Judging by the trees and weather, the area got several inches of rain per month, maybe around three or four. With the ruts on the road, it was definitely one that experienced quite a bit of traffic, although less so in recent times. Given the edges, it was also fairly new. My theory was it was a road built to a new village of city.  
Are you wearing a dubious look on your face? I did not merely look these things up after the fact to enhance my image in this tale. When I used to be an outdoorsman, I spent time trailblazing, with the sledgehammer being my favorite tool. Anyhow, I have a good deal of knowledge about the wilderness. Though it decreased over time, once I found myself in the new world, I was beginning to remember things. The usage of the road being just one thing I was able to determine.  
Waiting on the hill, I saw a man drive by in a small single-horse cart. He wore a rough tunic and breeches, and the back of his cart was filled with wooden barrels. When he noticed me he waved. I waved back.  
This world seemed quite friendly!  
But one man only makes a sample size of one. This was not enough to draw any inferences other than the time period was likely medieval; unless I happened to wander into a large scale ren-fair.   
More travelers passed every 30 minutes to an hour. In between I practiced most of my magic.  
Honestly, there weren't many since I was but Level 1. The most important were <Magic Dart>, <Dazzle>, <Light>, <Mage Hand> and <Detect Magic>. This list does not include my specialty, but practicing necromancy in the open seemed unwise.  
The consumption of energy for all of the spells seemed too high. Or perhaps my maximum mana had lowered? That would explain the faster than expected rate of recovery. No, then the expected recovery time would be longer...this was troublesome.  
A <Light> sat on the ground, hopefully unobtrusively. I was unaware if magic existed here and how its practitioners were treated. I couldn't just not use magic though.  
So unobtrusively I cast the majority of my spells. During which I discovered some things.  
<Light> and <Dazzle> both had similar Spell Shapes; they were both rather linear. Not like a line though, more like a conglomeration of rods.  
I theorized that certain elements would have different qualities that persisted through all of their spell shapes. Experimentation needed to come at a later date though, magical backlash was not an impossible result from such activities.  
While examining the shapes, I also developed, or perhaps merely discovered an ability. It wasn’t necessary to put the mana into the spell immediately.  
Of course this was more or less an academic realization. I only needed to think for the spell to form. It did lead to me being more conscious about the flow of my mana, so there were benefits.  
As I played about holding back my mana and envisioning spell forms, some figures appeared on the horizon. At first, I didn't pay them any particular mind; I simply stopped forming spells and relaxed. Drawing closer, their lean forms became more clear.  
Point-ears!  
I have an arbitrary grudge against those slender tree-huggers. Once upon a time I wanted a character of mine to have an overbearingly strong trait. My passionate hate for the creatures was so entertaining that it followed me for the rest of my gaming career, and now into this world.  
This world which had point-ears! Even though I despised them, it signaled that this would be high fantasy! No doubt the stout would make an appearance at some point as well.  
Leaf-lickers usually found themselves to be adept at magic, there would be a good chance that a mage would be among them. As they approached I cast <Detect Magic>.  
The range didn't cover my whole vision, it only stretched about 20 meters forward. This thankfully meant a small stretch of the road was in my sights.  
The most that could be done in this situation would be glancing over them. But it would be enough for now.  
There were seven of them, and as they moved closer my face frowned. I definitely felt something wrong in the air. Could it be killing intent? If such a thing existed in this world, I doubt I would be sensitive to it. Following my gut was something to do for entertainment, I never really trusted it. But there was still an unexplainable sense of unease in the air.  
Doing my best to appear to be resting casually, I activated the spell when they got close to the area I would be able to view. I did my best to not look too long at the point-ears; though they seemed to be traveling peacefully, my magic revealed what could only be described as madness.  
None were dressed as a mage, but every one of them had a weapon that would qualify as mid-tier in Underworld. Mid-tier comprised levels 300-500. I was Level 1.  
If this had been all, I would have been merely wary of drawing their ire. Though from their packs I could sense something far surpassing their weapons.  
The texture of the magics spoke of confinement at a magnitude difficult to comprehend. Being entombed in the center of the earth would hardly cause such an oppressive feel. The sensation of captivity irked my soul.  
Luckily the magic was mixed with something more tolerable, a comfortable feeling in fact. A still winter’s night, chilling and silent. This magic was much easier to sense for me, so much so that my mind picked out something odd.  
It felt cool, smooth and dry, like the surface of a cut gem. Only present in one of the concealed items, this presence seemed like it was suffering under the cold magic I found comfortable.  
I can only describe the next part as the thing latching onto me. Remaining still, the leaf-lickers were slightly past me, but I didn't want them to turn around. Internally, the situation felt dire. Had I managed to uncork some ancient evil by accident?  
My mind seemed to remain my own, unless it was subtle or already a copy of me, I hadn't been possessed. Instead, the gem-like presence seemed to attach itself to me like a barnacle on the hull of a ship.  
If it weren't for the presence of the tree-huggers I would have laughed mirthlessly. This situation was terrible, and yet too perfect at the same time. I didn't know whether to laugh or cry.  
The turn of events could be an ill omen. Whatever this thing that attached itself to me was, the point-ears had clearly kept it carefully contained, to the extent that they used magical items as decoys. Even if it wasn't dangerous, it might draw hostile attention. 
Of course it was also more than I could have ever hoped for. This was practically the next best thing after finding a damsel in distress or being blessed by some goddess! This sort of narrative fulfillment made me think of wandering trunks and librarian apes.   
So despite my ominous premonitions about the situation, I couldn't be more content. The situation appeared favorable, as the pale pansies continued on with their journey, apparently oblivious to me rescuing their captive. They spared not a glance towards me and they passed into the distance.  
Time to get up. While I would love to keep practicing magic and learn more about the world before risking myself, staying was foolish. It would only be a matter of time before it was discovered that something was amiss. Even though they hadn't sensed anything, more distance would be better.  
Stretching out my sleeping legs, I headed out in the opposite direction of the point-ears. The journey was about to begin in earnest!

            

    
        Chapter 2: Reanimation on the Road

    
    
    
    
                The sun only just began to descend as I set out along the road. Magical experiments ate up about the first half of the day, but some miles could still be traversed. There was an exciting feeling, walking along road in a foreign land. Everything also seems so much bigger when you don’t know what’s where. I enjoyed the feeling while it lasted, taking in the surroundings.


It deserves mentioning again, plants grew tall and full of life in this world. Even this humble dirt path along the edge of the forest gave a scenic impression. The verdant grass to the right of the road was full and soft. Walking along such a path let one experience a zen emptiness.


Perhaps there is a little exaggeration in the statement, but until nightfall there was nothing to occupy my attention other than ruminating over nature.


The sun began setting and the sky darkened. I could have used <Light> to continue, as I wasn't tired, but decided against it. Since the edge of the forest was fairly sparse, clearing a small comfortable area was no problem.

Sitting down I pulled out some bread.


…


Habit is a really scary thing. Even when you know you something, it can make you act to the contrary. It’s like the realization that you’re only partly in control of your body, and the rest of the time it just repeats past actions.


From the ether, I grabbed a loaf of bread. Food had no taste, but it could replenish health, mana, and stamina as well as give buffs. Beginners were given some to start.


Feeling hungry, I'd thought I should try eating it, totally ignoring how inventory had worked in Underworld. Reaching out my hand, I acted more slowly this time to observe the phenomena.


Just as in the game, a pitch black swirl appeared before me, a hole in space. To start with, it only had 100 slots. Unlimited by stack size or item size, if you could lift it, it could be stored.

In any case it was extra dimensional storage!


The situation was not unprecedented. However this was yet another windfall of unknown magnitude. This sort of ability could likely be abused even more heavily than magic.


Even though it couldn't be seen into, the contents were instantly apparent to the owner. Taking stock, my resources were low, but I was not beggarly. Five, now four, loaves of bread; two flasks of water; a dagger; two health potions(20); two mana potions(30); sewing materials and a firestarter.


Five loaves of bread would sustain me for a while, although traveling would increase consumption. If the settlements in this world reflected reality, farming villages should be fairly close together. With long legs, even if this world was less compact, five days should be enough to reach a village.


My greatest trouble would be what to do when I got there. Most protagonists would be directly thrown into some situation. With the gem-like presence unconscious, I still had no direction. At the moment, I was but an ignorant leaf on the wind.


Even coming up with a broad goal like taking over the world seemed difficult. I didn't know how big the world was, or if it had anything fun to lord over. Ruling over people is almost intrinsically entertaining, but it was hard to envision when all I had seen of the world was a few miles of road.


Really, all I could do was sleep well and hope for something to happen.


Nothing happened that night.


Nor did anything happen during my next day of travel.


I was still seeing people coming from the opposite direction. In facts it was quite the usual occurrence. But they looked like peasants on a pilgrimage or small merchants. There was nothing interesting at all!


I entertained myself by shooting <Magic Dart> ahead of me. I wasn't actually diverting much attention to the process, this was just something to occupy the mind. 


“Psh! Psh! go the darts. Psh! Psh! go the darts.

Maaagic~ Maaagic~

A young wizard on the road

Zip Zap! go the darts. Zip Zap! go the darts.

Maaagic~ Maaagic~

Walking through the unknown”


It is not unusual for me to burst into song if there isn’t much going on. So as I walked, I composed a song about a travelling wizard. Of course it isn’t so much composing as pick a long refrain and then change one of the lines each time. 


As I sang, I shot out <Magic Darts> to compliment the sound effects. Before long, I’d burned through all my mana, and it seemed walking severely slowed down the rate at which it was regained.


You may be thinking ‘Why are you talking about singing? Weren’t you excited to be in this new world? Isn’t this your dream? Why aren’t you doing anything?’


Those are all perfectly valid questions to ask. Singing isn’t really something interesting.


But there was nothing else to do but walk. Walking and walking. Walking. Walk walk walk walk. It doesn’t even seem like a word anymore.

My point is, while I didn’t mind, nothing was happening. It seemed like while I’d gotten close to being in an exciting situation, I’d been stopped just short of it. Being patient and an idealist, I would much rather dither about and have little bits of fun as I waited for the perfect opportunity.


So when the third day arrived, and a corpse broke the monotony, I nearly ran over and kissed it.

At first, it had just been a small lump near the side of the road. Since there were no boulders or rocks near the rest of the road, this drew in my attention. Then I noticed the odd dark brown and puice green coloration.


Unable to not move faster due to excitement, my pace quickened and I soon found myself beside it. My joy redoubled, despite the malodorous scent that lingered around. Stubby yellow claws, a squashed face with sharp uneven teeth, crooked ears, there was no doubt in my mind this was a goblin.


A goblin! Yet another cornerstone of fantasy settings! I wondered how it fit into this world, because there were certain aspects that did not quite line up with usual goblin traits.


Most obvious, and possibly relevant to future safety, was the fact there was a lone goblin. It looked like a small and weak creature as expected, why wouldn’t it hunt in a group? There was a spear in its hand, and it wore clothes, it should possess some measure of intelligence. Explaining this was difficult; since it would be more difficult to sense a lone goblin, I could only remain on guard.


A physical feature that stuck out as well were the claws of the goblin. Usually depicted as human-like, possibly with sharp fingernails, these seemed more like dog claws. The final joint of each digit terminated into a conical talon. Coupled with the old, ill fitted clothes and chipped spear, it could be concluded that the hands of goblins had poor manual dexterity. More spurious theories could be formed, but it would be more reasonable to just store the data to help analyze future events. 


Finally, of the least import, the goblin lay on the right side of the road, that is the side from the plains. Goblins in gaming and literature have settled themselves on the plains and in forests. This situation was only a single clue, with numerous scenarios that could render it invalid. But every bit of information helped.


While I certainly had gained insights into the world, that was not the true reason for my jubilation.


This was a dead body.


I was a necromancer.


Looking forward and backwards along the road, and then into the forest and out onto the plains, I confirmed there were no travellers nearby. Cracking my knuckles, I took a few minutes to decide on an optimal choice of action. After all, I did not know how often such an opportunity would arise.


To maximize usage, I would begin with tests that would not damage the body. <Death Sense>, a cheap 4 mana spell, that did as it suggested. It was a handy utility for finding bodies for summoning, or even to look out for undead and traps. At a higher level a Necromancer would be able to maintain it permanently at no cost, but I was Level 1.


Upon completing the spell shape, a faint aura appeared. It was void black, blood red and icy blue all at once. At the moment, discerning the meaning was impossible for me, but the blood red and icy blue were slowly giving way to the black, which itself seemed to dissipate at an even slower rate.


Since I predicted the spell would last for 14 minutes, I didn’t wait for it to run out. The road vanishing over the horizon felt like it was just waiting for me to slip up to send some villagers with pitchforks after me.


Next I figured I should try storing the body in my Inventory. It felt pretty odd, shoving the corpse through the void, but I managed. Mostly this was just to make sure, imagine trying to do something like this in an emergency only to have it fail.It was better safe than sorry, and in this instance, I was safe.


Now started the best part, which would begin using up parts of the body. Having done my homework before I became a necromancer, I knew what spells were useful in which situations and would be casting accordingly.


“<Final Vision>.” I knelt down next to the goblin. This wasn’t quite of my own will, it was the same as when I cast <Flare> or many other spells. My body seemed to intuit a ritual, and while I could stop it, that would like balancing on one leg but refusing to move your arms to help maintain stability.


In a very natural movement, my hand scooped out one of the goblin’s eyes. Then I crushed it, the aqueous humor squelching. I’ll admit, it felt gross, but mostly I was distracted by the vision appearing before me.


The scene formed quickly from a multitude of lights, perhaps akin to the pixels on a screen turning on in a random pattern. At this level, it was merely a two dimensional still frame. About three feet wide and two feet tall, a clear image formed of a fairly mundane looking man. 


The image was from the eye of the goblin at the time of death, and the man held a pure black sabre. Bloodless and held loosely at his side, it seemed he managed to kill the goblin before it had a chance to react. I couldn't tell if he was a ‘peerless expert’ or if goblins were just too weak.


I’d best be wary if I see him in the future to be safe.


Shaking the goo off of my hand, I prepared to cast again.


“<Echoing Skull>.” This was a quite novel spell, I think more of a thematic addition than a utilitarian one. I placed my hands on the sides of the goblin’s head. A small amount started to go in the spell shape, but then a much larger amount of mana drained from me. Mana seemed to be overwhelming the spell shape in an attempt to make it work, but it failed, everything dissipating without reaction.


This was a curious result. At least there had been no form of magical backlash from this failure. Not knowing if it happened to result from some unlikely spell failure chance, I tried two more times, both failing.


Looking at the corpse, there had to be some reason for the failure. I thought on the effects of the spell; a skull would be imprinted with a message, and depending on the mana put in after a certain amount of time it would repeat itself. Various options would unlock later, but at Level 1 that was it. 


Lifting the body by the head, I tried some phrenology. Well it was just feeling around the skull but...wait a sec there.


Thinking on how awkward it was to pull along the whole body with the head, I had an idea.


Taking the poor quality spear, I centered it over the neck. Stomping down as though it were a shovel, I set to work severing the head. The work wasn't strenuous, but neither was it relaxing; it could have been easier if I used my dagger, but I didn't particularly want it getting goblin blood on it. What if I wanted to use it for food?


Detaching the head took a few minutes, I continued checking my surroundings then tried again.


“<Echoing Skull>.” The spell shape appeared and only a tiny portion of my mana was consumed; I suspected it was around the proper cost of two mana this time, plus whatever made spells in this world more expensive.


The flesh withered and turned to ash, leaving only a skull with a dull red glow in its eyes.


“Hello, my name is Yorick.” I said to it. After one minute it would repeat back to me.


In the minute interim, I felt a bit satisfied guessing such an arbitrary limitation. A spell like that needed to only be affecting its target. That might have been why the motion to <Final Vision> involved plucking out the eyeball. Well, I could confirm my suspicions.


“Hello, my name is Yorick.” The skull spoke in my voice, magically moving its jawbone. Well time to move on to the next experiment.


“<Hand Spiders>!” This time, I did not expect the spell to work, even if it did waste a good deal of mana. Unfortunately, it wasted a greater deal than I thought. At a predicted base cost of 15, the amount I proceeded to lose was actually more than half of my maximum capacity. 


This happened with the failed <Echoing Skull>s as well. It seemed the amount of mana that would try to force its way into the spell to make it work was proportional to the cost and not a fixed rate. Probably about five times the amount, failing to use a costly spell in a dangerous situation would deplete a large amount of my mana. This was good knowledge to have, if unsettling.


During all this, I was intermittently waiting for my mana to replenish. The amount I used, especially in the case of the <Hand Spider> spell, vastly exceeded my capacity. Though patient, my head flicked back and forth to check for those who may be approaching.


Theoretically I had used 113 of 132 mana, but instead, I’d run out several times over. After a while of trying to determine the wastage, I could guess that about twice the proper amount of mana was being used. Quite terrible efficiency. Was something being done wrong, or was it the way the new world worked? Either way, I couldn’t do much about it at the moment.


Dismembering the hands in the same manner I did the head, I then cast <Hand Spider>.


The mottled green appendages inched towards each other, the stubby claws pushing off the dirt. They left a little blood on the ground as well as tiny furrows behind them. It occurred at a particularly slow pace.


I couldn't help but feel the scene was cute. It’s like when small animals are futilely trying to accomplish something and are barely able to make progress. These two critters just happened to be goblin hands.


Eventually they met and overlapped with each other. The flesh began to ripple and merge, with excess meat and blood being exuded. As this happened the Hand Spider gradually paled, but still a greenish tint to it. Quivering, the seam where the two hands came together vanished and it stood up on the fingers. 


To best envision it, overlap your hands with the thumbs crossing over each other. If you can use your thumbs as pincers, and the sides of your wrists are bumping into each other, that's about right.


My first undead minion! As the process finished, I felt something attach to me, much like the presence from the point-ears. However it felt more like a coarse thread than a gem-like barnacle. When I mentally investigated it, the Hand Spider seemed to grow more attentive.

Was this my spiritual connection?


I began with ordering the Hand Spider back and forth aloud, then gradually moved to less and less externally obvious methods. The outward commands made the connection ‘shake’ to send a message. While I could forgo them, it was difficult to do so only using mental commands. Commanding an army of undead seemed like a daunting task in that moment.


Since seeing the body, 10 minutes had passed, and I felt the chances I would be encountered grew ever higher. Quickly, the last few spells for the moment needed casting.


<Chiburi Astral>, a quick 1 mana spell that sent blood...who knows where. I cleaned myself and the Hand Spider off. The spell affected one ‘object’, the limitations of the definition I didn't wish to spend the blood or time to discover.


<Return to Earth>, this spell had a motion, pushing the corpse toward the ground. For 3 mana, a weak or a portion of a strong corpse would turn to soil that matched the surroundings. It wouldn't work on bones alone.


There were no traces of my necromancy, and to my surprise, Hans was able to be stored in my inventory. There was no way this wasn't going to save me in the future.


Departing from the scene, I almost let out a sigh of relief. After about three more minutes of walking I spotted what looked like a trio of adventurers. 


I still hadn't gotten any clues as to what my overarching plot would be two days later, which was when a small village appeared on the horizon.
            

    
        Chapter 3: Wizard in Peasantville

    
    
    
    
                A village! At long last, some proper traces of civilization. There was a hope that it would have some sort of map for me to look at. That would enable me to really start getting a feel for the world; I'm the type of person that loves when there are maps in the beginning of a book.




Walking forward, the scene of the houses struck down my hopes. Well, calling them houses may be a little generous. Perhaps a high quality shack? They were made of wood, but clearly there were gaps between many of the boards. Some of the larger holes had been patched up with adobe. This was not your RPG village with an inn and one of every shop.


Still, it would be premature to call this poverty-stricken. Ramshackle it may be, the villagers looked lively in these conditions. The vibrancy seemed to greatly contrast with the state of the village, it was unexpected.


As I proceeded through, a distinctly fishy scent hung in the air. Without the sound of the ocean, it could only mean I’d found a small river-fishing village. 


Confirming my suspicions, on the other side of the settlement, a large stream flowed. About four meters across with a half meter bank, it looked like it had a sizable speed. The area around it had been cleared, save for a few willows and it seemed this was where most of the citizens were spending their time. 


Adults sat on the edges of the bank watching over some nets, and some also held crude fishing poles. One or two youths were holding spears, although honestly the stream seemed a little too small for that kind of method to be useful. 


Those even younger seemed to be playing, shouldn’t they be working? In this environment, I would expect that everyone would need to be laboring to make the situation better. Yet even the adults fishing didn’t seem to be taking it seriously.


To be honest, there had been a hope that the Starter Town would have a tavern with a mysterious old man, or a fortune teller, or have been beset by weak monsters. Barring that, if the citizens at least looked a little down I would want to find a way to help them.


But they looked totally satisfied!


What am I supposed to be a hero of?


So instead of a fulfilling quest, I ended up going to the edge of the brook as well. Maybe I could find something to eat. Might as well just resupply.


To fish, I sit on stone with a fairly level top in the middle of the river. Leaping around in a robe was difficult, so I picked up the edges like some curtsying damsel. Robes really aren’t 100% dignified.


I didn’t particularly want to show off my magic, but it had been almost a week. It reached the point where I was willing to take a little risk to live life as I pleased. So preparing <Magic Dart> to snipe a passing fish, I began waiting.


The villagers were a little ways away; I didn’t want to encroach on their loach. They didn’t seem to interested in my business, and let me be. Patiently waiting, I spotted a bream and shot at it. The shot was too fast for it to dodge, but didn’t manage to hit it straight on. The morsel fled, and I needed to wait again.


The second time, the dart passed through the middle of the fish. Before the current swept it away I used <Mage Hand> to recover it, holding it a small distance from me. Breams are fairly flat, so hitting it from the top messed up the body quite a bit. 

This would make the already troublesome job of filleting it even worse. These were too small to bother cooking one at a time, so setting it down, I waited for another catch.


“■! ■ ■ ■ ■■?”


“Cripes!” At the sudden cry from the riverbank I swivel towards the sound; since I partially pinned my robes to the ground with my weight, I almost tipped over into the water.


There was a group of five kids, they hadn’t been particularly stealthy, but they were much louder than I thought. Who just shouts at a stranger like that? These were definitely unreserved little ragamuffins.


“Quiet down you rascals! You’re scaring the fish!” I shout back at them just as loud, ignoring the language barrier.


“■■ ■ ■ ■■■?” A girl asked her friends.


“■ ■ ■ ■.” The boy in front, presumably the leader, ran towards the adults.


Aah, I’ll deal with it as it comes. Peasants won't be very dangerous even at Level 1. Shrugging, I resumed fishing.


…

…

Those kids were still watching me.


My looks weren't very intimidating at the moment. When making my avatar, I went for a youthful and charming appearance. As such it seemed they were less intimidated and more begging for a show.


Whatever.


“<Dazzle>.” Putting on airs, I turned back to the stream as they watched the dancing lights.


<Dazzle> is actually a low-level offensive support spell, it affects a target for a few seconds and keeps them from acting. As opposed to malediction type spells, it is cast as an invisible projectile. If it misses, the result is how I used it then; a longer lasting cloud of lights whose attraction solely depended on the viewer.


The kids were more fascinated than anticipated; some were trying to grab the lights that wandered closer to the bank. At least magic wasn't something they feared. If that were the case things would have gone much worse.


Again, internal musings distracted me. The boy had returned with a man about a decade older than me and they were both looking, well, dazzled.


“■ ■■, ■ ■ ■ ■?”


“I don't speak the language.” The man listened carefully and spoke slower. 


“◆ ◆◆?” Concentrating, these words were different. Did this fisherman manage to become bilingual? Even looking back on it, I still find that feat quite impressive.


Alas, I still did not know what he said.


“I only speak American.” I amused myself with a little joke.


It wasn't strictly true either. I knew enough phrases for living in several languages, and how to say ‘lost’ in all of them. Point being, I was fairly confident in my ability to learn at least the minimum needed to get by.


The man looked confused before saying something to the boy, who I assumed was his son. They both had the same light brown hair and medium build. The boy ran off to the houses to get something.


In the meantime, I half-heartedly watched for fish as I entertained the children. Necromancers didn’t exactly have a large repertoire of non-murdery spells, so it was an exercise in creativity. I could only Concentrate on one spell at a time; that is only manipulate one at a time, even if other spells persisted.


For example, both <Light> and <Mage Hand> could be manipulated after casting, but I could only do so one instance at a time. Their speed wasn’t quick either, so a more interesting light show wasn’t possible. Instead, using the two I floated a ball of light around and cast <Mage Hand> when it got close to one of the children, mimicking a will-o-wisp.


The children were soon running about. Even if <Light> moved slowly, when it got close to the ground it could be dismissed with counterspelling. Recast behind one of the kids, <Mage Hand> would pinch at their sides, or nape of their neck. It was kind of like a game of tag.


I'll explain counterspelling now, so it doesn't disrupt a more critical moment. Counterspelling is casting a spell to get rid of another. This differs from the more specific, and effective, <Dispel Magic> in several ways. 


<Dispel Magic> is a metamagic type spell, that is magic that affects magic. Counterspelling is usually mimicking the same spell, and using that to cancel out a spell. It requires you to have the same spell,except for at higher levels, and is usually more mana efficient.


The other big difference between the two is counterspells can only be used the moment the spell is cast. Since <Dispel Magic> takes more time, it’s more suited for rebuffing an enemy or breaking magical traps than combat.


Readers who find spell theory interesting have noticed something that the skimmers haven't. <Light> in this case is clearly being counterspelled after it has been cast. This is because there is an exception in the case of your own spells. Not all magic can be dismissed by the caster, in these cases additional mana is used to do so.


There is some debate as to why it works this way, and it isn't necessarily consistent with the new world. If you're interested in why I think reverse mana flow is the best reasoning for this, check out the Lore section on the Underworld forums.


Ahh, my tangent went on a little longer than expected. Nothing of note happened before the boy returned.


Over his shoulder rested a truly massive eel. Even draped in half, it went down to around his knees. Comparable to a small thigh in girth and probably eight feet long, the child had some difficulty moving with it, but kept his balance admirably.


In his hands, he carried what looked to be a scrap plank of wood, an old knife and some wound up cloth. He handed these to the man.


When the man had his requested materials and my attention, he held out the cloth and pointed to the eel. I stood up and hopped out of the brook, scratching my chin. I’ve never been good at charades, but that’s because people usually end up acting out movies or shows I don’t watch.


The first step in guessing was to know what I knew.


I knew they’ve seen me fishing, and now they’ve brought out a large eel. It’s probable that it was a reward of some sort.

They’d seen me casting magic and it wasn’t something that brought fear. Without knowledge of mages in this world, I couldn’t say anything definitive. Wizards are usually intelligent and revered, so that was a good premise to keep in mind.


It seemed they wanted to speak with me. This didn’t say much by itself, but normally I would expect a shrug and people would move along.


Time to connect some dots.


They knew I can use magic and they wanted to speak with me. Whatever they wanted to speak with me about is something they were willing to offer a reward for. This task of theirs needed a mage, or someone with an attribute that mages commonly had to solve. The problem was also not a very minor one if they were offering such a large catch.


What to do with the cloth, it looked clean but wasn’t wide enough to do much...bandages! That was the likely answer that came to me, they expected me to do some sort of healing.


With the scrap plank, Man was roughly carving some pictographs. Thinking of unwashed peasants who have never learned to read can give the impression of a fool, but from then on I was sure to remind myself that intelligence is not dependent on education.


The drawing was only done in straight lines, but since the board was big enough, the images were detailed enough to make out something of a narrative. A stick figure with hair started off, which I took to be the symbol for female. The woman was then depicted with a basket next to what was presumably a bush. Then there was a figure with horns. Lastly, an arrow pointed to a picture of some lines and the woman.


A kidnapped damsel? Then what were the bandages for? What exactly was my role on this...story board?


I pointed at myself and then the board. Man tapped the lines in the last ‘frame’. After squinting a little, it kind of looked like a magic wand with sparks shooting out. So my job was in the final step.


I snapped my fingers, experiencing the eureka moment. It seems that I missed out on whatever the horn thing was and now they wanted me to patch up the wounded. Of course the person might be diseased or cursed, so I wasn’t too sure of my abilities.


Pointing to my eyes and then tapping the female figure on the end, I hoped the phrase ‘I’ll take a look.’ existed. Man nodded happily, and some of the children looked ecstatic as well and began chattering. Hey, hey, I’m not certain I can do anything. My thoughts wouldn’t reach the children, so I decided to at least follow the man to see the patient before refusing. 


But this was a great chance to be a hero, even if it was just for this little hamlet. I resolved to do my best on my first quest.
            

    
        Chapter 4: Charlatan Speaks

    
    
    
    
                The house I was led to sat downriver, on the edge of the village. Considering the size of the village on whole, the distance wasn’t actually very far away. On top of that, I couldn't tell if the house was run down or if my standards were just too high for this backwater village.




Man walked to the front and knocked on the door. This got me thinking, he door felt out of place. I figured it was the hinges, those seem like a piece of metalwork that were too high class for such a rundown village. What else would they do though, just put a plank of wood in front? Maybe the durability of it meant it was a good investment.


I got caught up in some weird thoughts, before Man opened the door for me. He led the way slightly obstructing my view into the house. Unlike the door, everything inside seemed suitably derelict and simple. I noticed a cot raised off the floor, with a pile of matted straw serving as bedding. Ah hygiene, I will miss you.


My moment of levity was cut short as I finished my observation. I must have slightly flinched, because Man put an arm in front of me, interposing between myself and the patient. She was not as I expected.


I latched on too tightly to the preconception of healing a woman wounded by a monster of some sort. Instead, laying on that shabby cot was a girl with small horns sprouting from her head.


Not only that, but she seemed to be what is best described as shedding. Skin peeled everywhere I could see, up to the tattered edges of the loose sleeveless tunic. Underneath was reddish skin, not like from a burn or cut, but bright-ruby, dragon scales red. 


I swear, it seemed the only quests I could get were far beyond my level. But I had resolved myself! Heroic resolve could work wonders if only I applied it!


Kneeling down, I did a more thorough examination. Even if I wasn't trained, knowledge of modern biology probably made me more qualified than half the witch doctors in the new world. 


I looked closer at the skin of the patient. Flaking off in vast quantities, it was accumulating on the haystack. Having recently mutilated a goblin corpse and squishing an eyeball barehanded, I wasn't really qualified to feel queasy. After all, most dust is dead skin, and you breath that in all the time.


The more you know.


The skin had layers, more obvious than usual. While most seemed to be red revealed from the original layer of skin shedding, I spotted an area near the upper shoulder where there was an orange tint. Could it be another color would emerge in time?

 

How many colors would it go through?


That observation was a dead end, but I noticed in some areas it seemed sores were forming. Perhaps the skin was shed prematurely in some areas, leaving it open to infection? At least this was something I could help deal with to some degree.


I figured I should do something about the blood caking on some parts of her body and cast <Chiburi Astral>. The blood vanished, and despite the minor quantity, it seemed to vastly improve Patient’s condition. Man gasped and looked elated.


Hey, that was just cleanup, it didn't actually help at all. Well, I didn't complain since he looked so satisfied, but I really hadn't done anything yet.


Gesturing for the cloth, I picked up a piece of wood from the small fire pit in the center of the hut. I waved it around and tossed back in, shooting a tiny <Flare> after it. I wanted to boil some water to help disinfect the area. Quaffing the rest of the water from my flask, I decided to use that as my container. It was probably the cleanest thing around, and being made of metal, I doubted the tiny little fire would permanently harm it.


Rigging something up to hold it over the flames would have been easy, but that wasn't the point. <Mage Hand> kept it aloft nicely in the middle of the flame. I made sure to use magic as often as I could in the process; I didn't want them doubting my ‘mystical procedures’.


I waited until I could touch the cloth with my bare hands before treating the wounds. Wouldn't want to give Patient burns on top of...whatever she was suffering from.


Many minor injuries were treated this way. Not knowing about the magical illness, I did my best to fix the mundane ones. 


About half an hour to an hour of this sort of thing passed, before my realm of experience could help no more.


Time to do some magic.


<Death Sense> lead the way. There was a new color, green, faintly surrounding Patient. I immediately figured green represented sickness, but it was so faint as to be almost not there. Was she not dying? The disease might not be terminal. 


Since that didn't help, I released it and cast <Detect Magic>.


It wasn't a great surprise, but the condition was at least some measure magical. Unfortunately, I was unable to discern what kind of magic it was. Looking at it felt like warm water.


I could tell actually fixing this was going to take a lot of effort.


Unable to do anything more at the moment, I stood, brushing dirt off my robes. Man looked expectant. 


Taking up the board, I flipped it over and carved a long sequence of moons and suns. Then I gestured at myself and pointed at the ground.


Man’s face fell a little, but it seemed like he still had some hope. I felt that was fine, but really didn't want him getting too expectant. He pointed at himself.


“Pan.”


Oh, it seemed we were doing introductions. This was probably brought on by the fact I would be staying for a few days. To make sure, I pointed to him and repeated. He nodded.


Then I should introduce myself.


My name? What did I want it to be? I was a necromancer, I was a wizard, I wanted to be a hero. I almost laughed aloud when I thought of a good name.


“Alric.” I pointed to myself. Alric was a good choice for a necromancer.


Pan did not understand the light in my eyes, but he sagaciously nodded and repeated the name. He then put his hand parallel to the ground, palm down as if indicating a height. Pan began speaking things I did not understand in a questioning inflection.


We spent a minute playing charades in this manner before I caught his meaning. He wanted the children to speak. I nodded, thumbs-upped and said yes. With that, we left the shack to go find my teacher.


Pan brought me back to where I fished, and left me with the children there before heading off. Hopefully to negotiate lodgings.


“Rion.” The boy with light brown hair pointed to himself. The girl that was with the group also tagged along, but it seemed the rest of the brats lost interest when they realized I wouldn't be giving them anymore shows.


“Alric.” I gave my name. The boy nodded and said some gibberish along with my name. Probably some sort of greeting.


He looked expectantly at me.


I could tell the learning process was going to take a while.


He tried getting to repeat gibberish along with my name again, I just sighed and shook my head. Pan should have waited to make sure Rion knew how to teach before leaving to go wherever.


Seemed like I needed to take initiative in the matter, I pointed to the ground.


“Grass.”


“Gas?” He tried mimicking me, and suppressing the urge to face palm, I pointed again.


“Grass.”


“■~.” Good, I got him to say it in his language. I repeated it and pointed towards the ground. Rion nodded emphatically. Now time to trip him up.


I plucked some grass from the ground and pointed at it, repeating the word. He looked a little haughty as he shook his head no, before realizing what I was getting at. Then he looked sheepish. After learning the word for grass and picking up a clod of dirt and pebble, I confirmed that the word he actually gave me was for ground.


So went several tedious hours of learning nouns, adjectives and verbs.


I mentioned earlier that I knew a large number of languages to a small degree, but I'm not some linguistic savant. Those were built up gradually, and while quicker than average, it still takes me a while to learn a new language.


Rion and I and Tagalong Girl walked up and down the stream, going over the same things as I kept forgetting them. I don't feel too ashamed, since it was a rather large number of things. Still, I couldn't help but envy those Isekai Protagonists who land in a world that speaks their language or are blessed by the goddess so that they can understand. Well, it’s fiction, so I can allow them those benefits of having such perfect memory as to allow spontaneous language acquisition skills. For me though, the rest of the day passed like that. 


Pan brought me a small meal of cooked fish and bread, which I accepted. He also managed to convey that I would be staying with Patient, whose name was Ria.


He gave me a bowl of gruel as well, saying her name as he gave it to me. If I was getting paid to be a doctor in that small a village, I figured I might as well be the nurse too. I nodded saying yes.


“I’m home~” softly calling out in a singsong voice, I turned on some <Lights>. I tried to see if Patient, or rather Ria, reacted. 

For the most part, she seemed to be in a half-conscious state of delirium, softly mumbling. Her eyes seemed to be shut tighter, but other than that, no reaction.


Stepping inside, it seemed Pan had been setting up accommodations. On the left wall from the entrance was Ria’s bed of straw, and along the right was another straw bed. This one was at least covered with some good sheets. As in, ones that didn’t look pre-dirtied.


Moving the shaved stump that served as a low stool over to the side of the bed, I sat down. Cautiously raising her body and leaning her forward, I tried to get her into a semi-lucid state.


“Hey, it’s mealtime. Tasty tasty oat gruel. What’s that smell? Smells like paste! Yum yum!” Since she doesn’t speak my language, and probably wasn’t in a state to understand even if she did, I babbled on in a hushed tone; hopefully bringing her to consciousness, but not to a state of fight or flight.


Her eyes seemed to twitch, but didn’t quite open. Her mouth opened ever so slightly. Probably good enough. Pulling out one of my flasks, I made sure it was the one I’d marked with an X. Making sure she was upright, I poured in a bit of the boiled, and hopefully cleansed, water.


It took a bit, but it seemed she was capable of swallowing in this state. Ria wasn’t quite unconscious, but I couldn’t understand her mutterings, so I paid it no mind. Since she could eat, that was what mattered.


However for more than one spoonful, I needed to be in a more comfortable position. After some trial and error, I ended up with my arm around her back and sitting on the cot with her. Narrowly keeping her hair out of the thin paste, I noticed it was the same shade as Rion and Pan.


Pan, this may not have been weird for you, but is it really appropriate to let someone get this close to your daughter? Please think your plans through in the future.


Chastising Pan’s thoughtlessness, I slowly fed Ria the watery gruel, which had turned cold by the time I finished. Gently laying her down, I realized that on the blanket between her and the straw, a lot of dead skin remained. As someone from the spick-and-span relatively futuristic reality, this wouldn’t do.


Taking a sheet off of my ‘bed’, I moved Ria over as I tried thinking of how to properly clean the mess. Honestly, straight up replacing the straw seemed to be the best option, but I didn't know where they got it from. There were some fields in the downstream direction, but they weren't growing hay.


Whatever, it was getting late. I could ask tomorrow.


Since I'd been sleeping under the stars for the past week, I could do the same thing again. Finding a nice patch of grass and treading it down, I rolled up the sheet given to me, using it as a pillow.


Yawning, I quickly ended up asleep.
            

    
        Chapter 5:Measuring Mana

    
    
    
    
                I woke up early. So early, it might still count as nighttime, but I felt too well rested to go back to sleep. That's what happens when you go to bed when night falls. 


Standing up, I shook a few blades of grass off my makeshift pillow and threw it into my Inventory. Stretch the legs, crack the neck, cast <Prestidigitation> over and over.


There are plenty of things like hygiene going on behind the scenes during my adventures. Luckily magic typically not allowed to affect living creatures could sometimes be used on the caster. Quicker and more efficient than a toothbrush, more thorough than washing hair by hand.


This morning’s cleansing, something peculiar became apparent. <Prestidigitation> was clearly using less mana than on the first day I attempted it. Nine castings is the around how many times I use it at once, two times a day. At two mana each theoretically, I should only spend 18 mana on the process. On the first day, it took a little less than a third of my total, around 40 or so.


Now it seemed the number decreased appropriately by 18, a large difference from 40. The reduction in cost accumulating over multiple castings was now apparent.


Slowly casting, I observed the spell shape. It had become so second nature, I hadn't really been paying it any mind. Watching the mana fill in the spell shape, <Prestidigitation> was cast easily, cleaning my clothes again.


For comparison, a <Magic Dart> was sent to strike the earth. The mana for its spell shape was filled in as well, but also was in the surrounding area.


That was it! I discovered the reason behind my spell inefficiencies! When pouring mana into spell shapes, some could miss and dissipate. After casting <Prestidigitation> about 20 times a day, it seems like one naturally would become more accustomed to filling in he mana properly!


One may think this practice makes perfect result should have been obvious. In retrospect it was, and luckily it didn't take me weeks or months to figure out. I had just been focusing too much on the game aspect of my abilities, where it was levels and stats that increased your abilities, not practice.


Upon this realization, I wondered just how efficient I could make my spells. Could I reduce the cost to below the values in Underworld of Armok? It was a good thing I had yet to accumulate a great deal of obligations, because I was about to spend a lot of free time practicing.

First, I would check up on my only existing obligation. I stepped into the house assigned to myself and Ria.


The light was dim outside, and even weaker inside, but I could make out Ria’s sleeping figure beneath the cover. Listening, her breathing sounded soft and even. 


Only silhouettes could be made out inside, but there also wasn't much furniture. Stepping over to what was going to be my bed, I crouched down and felt her forehead.


It was still feverishly warm, and slightly sweaty. Feeling her arm and collar, they too were damp. Thinking for a second, I wondered if I should wipe her down. But wasn't the point of sweat to cool off? If it was gone, then it couldn't help.


Compromising, I dried her clothes and sheets using magic. The water there probably wasn't helping maybe. Well, I’d make sure she drank plenty of water during my stay.


Leaving her be, I headed outside to practice. Although other spells may have been more useful, <Magic Dart> was my greatest, non-necromancy defense. On top of that, using it helped my judgement of range and aiming capabilities.


Snapping long branches from the forest, I stuck them into the ground. Maybe a two inch wide target was a little much for a beginner, but by the time the sun rose I could hit it while running at 10 meters and while stationary at 20. I made sure to move about between targets so it wasn't just muscle memory either.


Eventually I spotted Rion and Tagalong Girl, and they noticed me.


“Rion take Alric to Pan?” I asked. Alric not interested in better grammar. Alric wonder why language is structured exactly like English. It wasn't like they would know, so I didn't bring it up. Don't ask how the talking gift horse can make appropriate phonemes.


I met with Pan and asked him about breakfast. Or in my own words ‘small day foods’. Unlike his son, he understood what I was asking and taught me the words for lunch and dinner as well. These were important words to not forget.


He went with me in the morning to check on Ria with another bowl. Pointing at her on the bed, he gave me a questioning glance.


“Alric sleep grass. Ria sleep dirt no; Ria sleep there yes.” Pan seemed to understand and after giving me fish and bread for breakfast headed out to go do whatever he did. I went to find Rion and hopefully learn some pronouns and prepositions.


That day we spent fishing, with myself speaking in incredibly broken...whatever we were speaking. Conversing to hammer out the kinks in my speech; the gaps were gradually being filled in, but mostly I was just forgetting old words. It was only the second day, no one can be blamed for not learning a language in two days.


Catching another bream, I tossed it into my Inventory. Judging by the fact that my bread didn't go stale, it seemed that food would stay fresh and since the fish from yesterday was still cold, it preserved temperature.


I wasn't 100% on it keeping bacteria from growing, more testing would need to be done for that. The results were looking edible enough at the moment.


Since it was almost noon, I went to check up on Ria again. The children kept a distance from the house, as if wary of something. Rion would end up a few paces closer than Tagalong Girl, but neither would cross into the house with me.


“Girly girly, vision swirly, please don't, please don't go hurly hurly.” When people can't understand you, there is a tendency to be more free with what you say. This is probably why people are comfortable saying such gibberish lines to their pets. The tone was lighthearted and upbeat, that was enough of a message.


Taking out my X flask, I tilted Ria up to get her to drink more. She seemed to be adjusting her own position ever so slightly, however I doubted it could be due to my own doing. One day wasn't enough for recovery, it was likely just something I missed.


Trying to get her to drink as much as possible, it took around fifteen minutes to get her to finish the flask. Since the flask was meant for water and not spirits, the volume was a bit excessive. That would keep her hydrated for a time, and since it had been cooled down in the stream it should also help keep her body temperature down. I felt a little clever when doing that.


Tossing Xflask back into Inventory, I began to set Ria back down. For the first time, she reacted in an unsubtle way.


It still wasn't anything grandiose, but Ria shakily held out an arm as if reaching for something. Her eyes were closed, so she must have been in some sort of delusional state. Motor skills were coming back online though, that’s progress.


At this point if she could move around, leaving her alone would probably be a bad idea. Since I ran out of the poor man’s panacea, I stepped to the doorway and tossed the Xflask to Rion.


“Water. Water to eat.” The message seemed to get across, and Rion and Tagalong Girl went to the good spot for collecting stream water. Not really the best for someone who’s already ill, but there aren't many options in Peasantville.


Ria’s slow motion flailing calmed down after a short while. This was a good thing, except for the fact that there was nothing to draw my attention. Just because she had stopped at the moment didn't mean it wouldn't happen again, so I felt it was my duty as doctor to observe the patient.


A productive way to spend time was cleaning up the room. The evening prior, I’d complained about the dead skin piling up, so that was something that could be fixed. Not so skittish as to be averse to touching it with bare hands, I still figured <Mage Hand> was the better way to deal with the problem.


With only one <Mage Hand> available at a time, the process consumed more of my time than a NEET with a new MMO. The scraps of epidermis were shifted to outside the hut in a small pile. If only <Prestidigitation> worked on larger objects, it would have gone much faster.


Eventually Rion called from outside the house to get my attention. Taking the flask with <Mage Hand>, I started a fire up with <Flare>. 


Now that I needed to concentrate on keeping the hand afloat, I couldn't even distract myself with other spells. Wheee.


The flask dropped into the fire several times as <Mage Hand> vanished when I teetered on the edge of dozing off. Xflask had a bit of soot over it, but was otherwise unharmed. In time Ria got fidgety and my attentions were diverted again.


There were only more unintelligible mutterings, which weren't helping at all. Is there a pain in your chest? Is your throat dry? Are you cold? I don't know! Whatever it was, the green mist in <Death Sense> disappeared some time between morning and noon, so she was getting better, even if she did seem to be wriggling around a bit.


Oh.


Ooohhh.


My religion quickly converted to being a true believer in the miracle that is <Prestidigitation>. The miracles of cleanliness it works are to be praised without reserve. I keep the details of what happened between myself and Lord <Prestidigitation>.


Even so, Ria needed to remain hydrated to get better.




Forget Yato, I’m dedicating a shrine to Lord <Prestidigitation>.
            

    
        Chapter 6:Party member get?

    
    
    
    
                “In the name of the caster, the mana and the spell shape.




Glory be to Lord <Prestidigitation>, his casting and his impartial cleanings. As it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be, spell without end. Amen.”


Unclasping my hands I finish my impromptu prayer. 


With that, Ria settled down and didn’t look like there would be anymore problems. Having waited long enough, I went outside to return to my language sessions.


My chibi-sensei wandered off with his friend, since I had taken too long. Can you really hold a grudge against a child for not just sitting around for an hour? I certainly could, but I was to be a hero. Must. Resist. Urge. To torment small child!


Whatever, I wasn’t that invested in holding my grudge anyway. Besides, wouldn’t it be more fun to go practice magic anyway? Since I’d knocked the cost of <Magic Dart> down by quite a bit in the morning, I decided to practice <Light> instead.


<Light> needed concentration to manipulate it, but letting it be after casting it in series was okay too. Learning to manipulate and cast spells simultaneously would be an experiment for another day. 


It would last 640 seconds, 10 seconds per point of INT, 20 seconds per point of WIS, and doubled at Level 1. About a 10 minute long light, giving enough time to regenerate 29 mana. The <Light> spell cost 2 mana, although it was more along the lines of 4 or 5 at the moment.


I did some mental calculations, that was 6 spells every 10 minutes, 0.6 spells every minute, divide by three, multiply by 5, that was 100 seconds.


That was no good. That would only leave 6 <Light>s. 


I flung my hands up in defeat, and started running, putting down <Light> spells as fast as I could. I thought it would be fun to make a chain of lights randomly through the air, but with 600 seconds, only getting enough mana every 100 seconds would leave me with a measly chain of 6 <Light>s!


Sometimes I have fun ideas, but reality gets in the way. It was kind of disappointing to realize that it still happened even in a fantasy world.

As it stood, my impatient recasting of <Light> burned me out of mana in under a minute.


Sighing, I looked over my string of a dozen or so glowing orbs. I’d placed them along the banks of the stream and it seemed to have lured Rion, Tagalong Girl and two of the kids from the day before to me.


Exactly as planned?


Planned or not, the rest of the day was spent trying to learn the language. After that it was a meal, feed Ria and go to bed.


The third day was much the same. Wake up, care for patient, learn the language, care for patient, learn the language, care for patient, go to sleep.


So went the fourth day.


So went the fifth day.


The monotony broke on the sixth day. At this time, my vocabulary hadn’t greatly expanded, but I’d stopped forgetting most of the words. It was on the afternoon of my sixth day in the village that Ria seemed to turn lucid as I was giving her water. 


*There’s mucho agua in Nicaragua, mucho agua, ja mucho agua.* Naturally over the days I’d gotten used to my nursing duties and spent the time practicing my native language. Well, saying things not of the Derrian language. (Since I am more or less capable of speaking Derrian from this point on, ** will be marking when I speak AMERICAN) 


“Whassatnoise?” Pushing away Xflask, Ria slurred, stopping my sonorous singing. 


“Ah! You’re awake!” For a second, I almost pulled back, but then she would just hit her head. Instead, I was just holding her in my arm.


“Msshhrrrr.” Her eyes weren’t opening, but she was reacting to stimuli now. Progress! I was hoping that the results were actually a result of my care and not just a coincidence. Some accomplishments needed to be done by my own merits, I wasn’t Captain Tylor. That wouldn’t be too bad, but creating coincidences was a bit of an oxymoron.


“Riaaa. Riaaa. Can you hear me? Can you drink this by yourself?” 


“Whshat? WhrmI…”


*Enunciate woman, I can’t understand a blasted thing you’re saying.* I spoke in a saccharine voice. Seriously, it was less of a pain when she wasn’t partially aware. Damping some cloth, I wiped her eyes. Ria closed her eyes tightly before fumbling to wipe the water away with her arm.


It wasn’t a cold bucket of water, but that would be a bit too much of a shock for the ailing patient. Although, slowly, it seemed to be rousing her. After about 32 seconds(due to magic practice, I was getting much better at judging time) she finally opened her eyes. They were crimson in color. Odd, I wonder…


If I hadn’t been holding her and the Xflask, I would have slapped my face. Somehow, I’d managed to forget that I was supposed to be fixing the fact her skin had turned red and she was growing horns. That was the real reason why I was hired by this stupid backwater!

In VR games in generally, tiefling, part-demon, and other monster races had red skin and horns. There were numerous variations on sentients in the games I’d played. This allowed me to easily overlook the whole, ‘human turning into a demon’ deal. Even with that excuse, I suppose that still qualified as being a bit of an air-head. 


“Mmm, wha’s wrong?” Ria noticed the dour expression that was no doubt all over my face. Being pulled back to my patient, I dismissed the question with some idle chat as I looked her over, focusing on the proper issue this time.


“It’s nothing, how are you feeling?”


Examining her, the skin had thoroughly peeled to a little above the wrists, and partially up to her palms. A similar pattern was reflected on her legs, with some normal skintone on her feet, though it was dyed red by the replacement that was growing underneath.


“Waai’, who’re you?”  She seemed to be coming to her senses, but her head was still lolling about and she wasn’t totally with it.


“I’m the Doctor.”


“Oohhhh.” Ria nodded and closed her eyes again.


Damn it, that’s not what you’re supposed to say! I don’t care if it was a dated reference in a parallel world that you have no knowledge of! That was perfectly set up!


Disappointed by the incomplete reference, I ranted internally. I’d gotten her to finish the water in the meantime, so that was good.


“Hey Rion! Go get Pan!” Calling from the edge of the house, the boy came to me, instead of just getting his dad like I asked.


“What is it? It’s not time for you to be eating.” Rion acted a bit hostile as usual. He probably thought of me as a charlatan. To be fair, I wasn’t confident I wasn’t a charlatan, but all’s well that ends well.


“Just go get him, brat.” Using <Mage Hand>, I dumped a handful of grass into his hair and laughed. He jumped up, cursing me before heading off. Serves the bugger right.


Tagalong Girl, who by the way still hadn’t introduced herself to me, surprised me by not shadowing Rion this time. She looked at me and then stared towards the house.


“Is she better?”


“She’s better, but not back to normal. I don’t have the things to get her totally back to normal.”


“That’s bad.” Tagalong Girl was looking more and more gloomy. Man I wanted cookies.


“She’ll probably be up and about in a few days. Even if she looks different, she’s still Ria.”


“No, it’s bad. When fall comes there will be ■■.” Tagalong Girl was shaking her head solemnly after saying a word I didn’t understand.


“Oi, what’s ■■~?” I tried copying the sounds.


“■■...they’re ■ ■■.”


Wow. That sure was helpful.


Clarification wasn’t exactly necessary in any case. From the way everyone other than Pan avoided the house, it had to do with Ria’s current demonic appearance. Some group that would probably take offence to that was likely passing through during fall. 


Fall was harvest time, wasn’t it? Maybe that was the time when the local lord sent people to collect taxes. I knew the government structure was some sort of feudalism, but the details were fuzzy. Pan would be able to understand my questions better than this girl, so I would just wait for him.


“Hey *Tagalong Girl*, why’re you always following Rion?” As the first time she was away from him in my presence, I voiced my query. “Could it be young *looooove*?” Even though it was said in another language, the intonation made it clear what I was saying. She didn't bite.


“No. He has the best chance to leave here.”


“Eh?” The response was heavier than expected. Little Tagalong Girl only looked to be around 10 or 12, this was way too serious for her stature. “*Chibi*, you want out of this place?”


“Of course. Do you not look down on this village?” Well yeah, but it's a bit more harsh coming from someone who hasn't experienced plumbing and electricity.


“How is Rion going to help with that though?”


“He has ■■ potential.”


“■■~ potential? ■■~, explain.”


“You use ■■, the lights are ■■, you and Rion both have magic potential.”


Tagalong Girl was clarifying in a fairly monotone voice. Encounter small girl with troubling unchildlike behavior? Check.


I was still trying to work on Ria’s condition, and another plot line was being thrown to me. At first there had been nothing, then I found something, but figured I needed to take the slow path through a time skip, but the another plot thread cropped up. I wanted to snatch all the storylines I could, coming from a world without any it was a natural reflex.


“You're telling me because you don't want to wait.”


“You are strange, but there is no ■■■ Rion’s power will awaken. There is also the fact that you did not speak Derrian, so I am unsure of your origins. Rion also is likely to be attached to my wellbeing.”


*Cripes you're a manipulative blighter.* I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “We're not done here, *Tagalong Girl*. You know where I am.”*And to be honest, no matter how creepy, that was the most scintillating conversation I've had since arriving here.*


*Wait a minute, this wouldn't also happen to be my mandatory loli as well, would it?*


*Everything is going perfectly! Ahahaha!* I shut down the serious talk and turned to babbling when I noticed Pan and Rion approaching. They couldn’t understand the words I was speaking, but why risk anything?


Ahh, I need to remember to ask Tagalong Girl how she knew Rion had magic potential! I couldn't see it with <Detect Magic>, and <Mage Sight> needed to be picked during a level up. Could I even level up at all? Also, I should ask what magic potential was exactly. Mana was a good guess, but that would imply that only some people had mana, and I wasn't going to make that leap yet.


“Alric, what news do you have?” Pan asked. He only visited once a day, but other even if the surface wounds had disappeared, Ria didn't seem to change much. 


I wouldn't say how I forgot the main purpose of the treatment.


“There’s some good news. Ria was able to move around and talk a little while ago. She’s fallen back asleep, but it looks like she’s acting normal.” This report alone seemed to lift a huge weight off his shoulders. But tension still remained.


“What about the curse? Are you able to break it?”


“Sorry, but I don't have the things to even figure out what it is. My...magic is able to tell that she’ll live through it though.”


“That is not as good as you make it sound.”


“Please explain.”


I managed to maneuver Pan into explaining why exactly what was coming in the fall.


“Do you understand the words sun, light, ■■, ■■, and ■?”


“The sun is from the sky and light comes from the sun and fire. I have an idea about the words. Is one about fighters who use swords which are good and light to get rid of bad?”


“Yes, those are Paladins.”


With my description, I acquired the word for paladin. 20 questions later, I learned the land I was in was one with a strong religious presence. During tax collection in the fall, priests would come along to bless the village.


Even the most stupidly large quantities of luck would be unable to convince the church that Ria was harmless. In the meantime, if I didn't stumble over something equally miraculous, she wouldn't be cured beforehand. Not mentioning the fact that I didn't know what kind of necromancy detecting magic they could use.


I planned to leave the village by early autumn, one way or another.
            

    
        Chapter 7:Juicy Fish

    
    
    
    
                After yet another heavy discussion, Pan headed inside to check on Ria. Sure enough, she still had trouble opening her eyes. When her father spoke, it seemed as if she could recognize the voice, but not the words.




This half baked hope seemed to be worse than her original condition for Pan. Tears were welling up when as he realized that now Ria would be lucid when the paladins and clerics arrived. Go me.


I assured him that there was still plenty of time left for me to try and resolve the matter. I'd do my best to come up with a solution until the end, neglecting to mention the personal deadline set for myself.


*Oi, oi, the difficulty of this is too high. I haven't learned anything about how magic or alchemy and such work in this world. And it would be terrible to just leave you here…* I rambled trying to find a solution in the dark, to this four dimensional puzzle never seen before, and my only hints were given in another language by people who also didn't know how to solve it. 


Even the hyperbolic analogy turned literal towards the end.


*Maybe I should try looking at these horns.* The red skin alone might be dulled with paints, or explained away as a rash. It may take longer to notice the horns, but the demonic look wouldn't be complete without them.


There were two on the side of Ria’s forehead, about between the eye and ear. The protrusions were only about as long as a pinky but had a wide base so they looked large. The shape was more like a shield volcano than a horn.


Putting a hand on it to feel it, Ria suddenly sprang up with a cross between a squeak and a cry.


“Eeep!”


*Cripes!* the wooden stump I used as a seat obviously didn't have a back, and as by retreating I ended up sprawled on the floor. I rubbed my head while looking up.


She’d drawn herself together and looked more alive than ever. Eyes like a tarsier, it was a learning experience that someone could open their eyes that far. Perfectly still at first, it took all of five seconds before her movements began to dull again.


By about 10, her eyes were half lidded and it took not a quarter of a minute for her to fall back into her semi-dream state.


I thought that maybe it was because I touched the horn that she leaped up, but it happened so quickly I couldn’t tell for sure. Stressing her out by trying again immediately was also a no-go. Instead, I rearranged her under the covers, after a quick <Prestidigitation> to get rid of the accumulating dust.


Deciding to wait an hour before trying again, I went off to go fishing and practice magic. The fish I first caught upon my arrival in the village was still cold and looked fine. Inventory looked like it would be able to preserve food, unless it was secretly doing something wonky, like maintaining the food in a vacuum where heat couldn’t radiate away, or forming an arbitrary expiration counter on the food.


I judged these situation possible, but unlikely. So in the meantime I was slowly accumulating fish. It was good practice for using <Magic Dart> as well, my radius of effectively hitting a small moving target expanded out to at least five meters, but past that I couldn’t actually see the fish in the stream.


Catching between two and seven fish each day, so by that time I had caught around 20 pounds of unprocessed fish. Fish doesn’t really have a lot of meat on it, but luckily I’d watched enough cooking anime to know a lot of the other bits could be used to make soup stock.


It would first need to have a test taste done by some peasant though. I have an iron stomach, but I didn’t really want to risk it.


When thinking about my food resources while fishing, I realized I could probably ask one of the womenfolk how to cook in this primitive era. That would be better than vaguely recalling the cooking process of a TV show mixed with wikipedia articles.


I dedicated the afternoon to Soma and Mao. May the cods be ever in my favor.


Ignoring that stretch of a reference; most of the women in the village were either fishing or processing the fish. There were a few eels among them, but only about three or four feet long, none like the behemoth that Pan had brought out that first day. It looked like the primary method of preservation was putting them in brine or salting them. 


Where were they getting all this salt? Is salt actually a common commodity in this world? If that was so, why has my fish tasted so bland? We weren’t even anywhere near an ocean, well I didn’t know that, but I was already complaining, so why not continue.


“Where does all this salt come from?” I asked of a woman currently skimming stuff off the top of the brine water.


“You’re the young magician aren’t you? Looking for salt to break the curse? People like you shouldn't mess with the plan of heaven.”


Say what now? The woman was young, in her early to mid twenties and had long black hair; if not for being raised in a dirt poor village, she might have been quite the looker. But the words she spouted were something I expected from a malicious crone.


I noted that I should survey the village to see how many actually thought positively of me caring for Ria. Come fall, they might be more that willing to sell her out, which might implicate me as well.


“No, I’ve caught some fish. I wanted to preserve them for my journey.” Luckily the truth cut down the burgeoning criticisms she was about to voice. My answer also seemed to give her pause for several moments.


“You want to salt fish?” She asked. For some reason it surprised her. I wondered if the wizards of this world were actually more like wuxia cultivators, who quickly ended up transcending the need to eat. That didn’t make much sense considering Pan offered me a giant eel as payment, but maybe this woman just didn’t think things through.


“Yes. I require salt to preserve fish. Where do you get it from, or do you purchase it from merchants?”


“It is purchased from travellers, but we have a great deal stored up.”


“Isn't it valuable? Why do you have so much?”


“The previous head of the village thought it was wise to get a lot, since it would let us keep food longer. But he bought too much and we had to give seeds and farming equipment to pay them.”


What.


I really wished the new world would make a bit a more sense. The village was in poverty because they bought a bunch of salt? I hadn't even done anything exciting and already I began to resign myself to a life of absurdity. 


Clearing my mind, I tried to settle down. I could get through it, persevere, persevere.


“Well, then might I be able to trade for some salt with the breams I’ve caught? Or just trade them for already preserved products?”


“Ralph’s had a good couple weeks. He’s not lacking for food, and some of his catch is probably preserved by now.”


“And he would be?”


“The one with a ■■ finger on his left hand, got a fishhook caught in it once. He’s about my height and got dirty looking hair.”


“Thanks.” I sound as gracious as possible before heading to find this Ralph character. Someone through conversation it ended up being I would just be trading for preserved food. Well the result was basically the same, and I hadn't actually planned on becoming a cooking master boy.


Ralph had been eel-wrangling when I found him. At first, it had just been the eye-catching spectacle of a man wrestling with a fish, but after a while of observing I noticed the mangled pointer finger on his left hand. The eel was about five feet long and thrashing, the fact it didn’t knock him over was a surprise, as he was very thin.


Subduing it by hitting it against a rock, I met with him as he climbed out of the bank towards where they kept the barrels of brine.


To be precise, I stood awkwardly for a few seconds. Tale of the Fantasy Fishmonger, once there was a guy who went to another world and learned magic. He saw some elves and raised an undead minion. He then went on to live a happy life fishing in a river.


“Can I help ya?”


“Er, right, I’m looking for some preserved fish. I’ve caught a bunch of breams to trade for it?” My level of self-distraction was, and still is, pretty high. The conversation lured me out of my daze.


“They aren’t things ya’ve been ■■■■■ on are they?”


“Just regular fish.”


“That’s good. Don’t want ta end up like Ria. Don’t really get why Pan’s having ya treat her, but I suppose he doesn’t want her last days ta be ta miserable.”


“Why do you think it’s no good?”


“Heard a story from my grandpappy once about something like this. Kna a fellow that also turned all red. Didn’t die but the priests chased him down.”


“So you don’t think it’s some demonic curse?”


“No, those’d probably be more painful. And the clerics here aren’t good enough to handle any demonwork. Grandpappy said that real demons could burn down a stone mountain.” Ralph was nodding to his own story. Well, I was glad to have some background information on demons in this world. Note to self, stay far away from demons.


“How did your grandpappy know all of that?”


“He travelled like ya were probably daing before ya got here. Got his left hand smashed fighting a Behelek, and decided to retire.”


“I...see.” Who knew what a Behelek was, but staying away from those and demons was a good idea for the time being. I also kind of like Ralph, he was pretty down to earth. The only comparisons I really had were Pan, Irritating Child, Creepy Child, Ill-and-Unconscious Girl and Young Crone, so maybe I was just having trouble meeting normal people. I diverted the topic back to the matter of fish.


“So, I’ve got about 20 of these…” I pulled out a bream from Inventory and Ralph almost dropped his eel.


“How’d ya da that?”


“It’s my *Inventory*. A magic box, I guess?” Man, can’t we just get on with it? I know you had to have seen at least some of the <Light>s I’d sprinkled around town.


“How much can it carry?”


“One hundred things.”


“It doesn’t get heavy?”


“No.”


“Can ya carry this eel ta my house for me? I’ll give ya a pickled eel.”


Fine, whatever. At that point, I was longing to pound X to skip dialogue. Tossing the eel into my Inventory, Ralph happily lead me to his cottage and we worked out a deal.


I got 14 dried fish and one pickled eel for 20 of my bream. I kept six in storage, just in case. I didn’t really know if I wanted to eat a pickled eel, but it was a freebie, so I wouldn’t say no. In the worst case scenario, it’ll serve as a distraction. I’m not sure how many people will be able to remain undistracted at the sudden appearance of a pickled eel.


All went well, and I told Ralph I would trade with him in case I caught more breams. His enthusiasm was so great I figured he either played me for a sucker, or he was really in awe of my magic.


It was probably the latter, because by the next day everyone knew of my magic Inventory and I somehow became the village porter.
            

    
        Chapter 8:A Short Trip to the Woods

    
    
    
    
                “Is this too much?”




“No, it’s fine.” After feeding Ria some slightly thicker gruel than usual for lunch, some lumberjacks had come to me for assistance. The village needed wood for cooking and heat, and the limiting factor besides cutting the trees was hauling it back.


With my Inventory that problem was gone, and the brothers were okay with working all day. They’d started by handing me split firewood, but eventually decided they should just hand me whole logs. This did not work out.


“Hfrrmmmmp!” Air wheezed out of me. I could only drag one end of the tree along the ground. No way I could lift it into my inventory.


“You're a big guy with little muscles.”


“Maybe he uses all of them to stay standing.”


“But his body is so tiny!”


“I get it, I'm not a barrel of muscles. Just cut the thing in half.” My body was that of my avatar. In the old reality, I had quite a few inches on most people. I wanted to keep my height advantage in the game, and realized other people tended to add a few centimeters as well. Ending up 6’7”, the towering stature was preserved.


However in the past, people were shorter. A statement that remained true in the new reality, even if the price of salt hadn't. Now I without a doubt loomed over everyone in the village. My strength had not risen in proportion to my height, and was in fact weaker than the average mortal.


Thankfully I had not ended up comically weak, able to be blown over by a passing leaf.


So I strained myself a little, lifting torso sized logs. In doing so, yet another holdover from underworld became clear.


Stamina! Or, as it was more amusingly referred to, the Brute’s Mana. At least, I would find it amusing if people called it that.


Used to fuel actions which were unsustainable with the user’s strength, it could automatically be consumed without the explicit use of skills. The weight of the logs didn't far surpass my physical capabilities, so in that situation the usage was small. When I tried lifting the entire tree, the bar had depleted to half almost spontaneously.


An odd quirk of the system was I never felt physically exhausted. In game, 20% was when penalties would start showing up. Until that point even if my strength and endurance were pathetic I would be a tireless workhorse.


Which was good, considering how energetic the two woodsmen were.


In the old reality, I too enjoyed the feel of felling trees, even if I was more partial to the sledgehammer. The pace they were moving at still seemed a bit excessive. I didn't know how much the village needed, but this was probably too much.


Well, at least the two had a job they enjoyed.


As we deforested, I tried figuring out the qualifications for taking up a new slot in the Inventory. There was a slot for firewood, for the torso sized trunks, for stave length branches, and for the whole smaller trees I could manage to lift. The small trees category varied way more in size than the torso trunks and firewood. The torso trunks and staves were both processed similarly, chopped on each end. I even had the brothers chop down a sapling; it was pretty much the same as the stave length branches, but it went into the trees section. My Inventory was mocking me, and I would not stand for such a thing.


I began picking up stones and tossing them into Inventory. Until I found a rock around the size of my head, it accepted them all into the same slot. Arbitrary delineation aside, I started wondering what would happen if I tried putting too much into the extradimensional space. After all, I wasn't solving the riddle of Inventory’s classification heuristic any time soon.


I realize that the mysteries and unexplained continue to pile up at this phase; and things continue this way for a while. It's the slow progression of the early levels, at that point one doesn't have the power to just get their questions answered. You just have to grin and bear it.


More and more, I envied those OP starters, who didn't need to worry about things, like speaking the language or having food for a journey. It’s not the mountain it’s the climb? Say that to me after you actually go climb a mountain, instead of criticizing from your air conditioned home.


Failing to learn much of anything other than Stamina during the outing, we returned. Items could be more or less directly dumped out; touching even slightly could be considered removing if desired. Mostly I decided to ‘hold’ a tree by a leaf or piece of bark and let it fall. In this manner the lumber was unloaded in a far more expedient manner than gathering it had taken.


I was given more fish, this time not breams but some sort of catfish looking thing. They were bigger and meatier than breams, so it was alright. Storing them away, I bid the two a good evening and went to collect the gruel.


Pan had shown me where to get my rations from, since bothering him every time was tedious for us both. I collected the oats in a shallow earthenware bowl before going to the collect my supper fish for the day. It was meager, but more is better.


*Can you guess what’s for dinner tonight? That’s right! More oats! Would you like them on a boat? Would you like them with a goat?* letting out some of my pent up daily babbling, Ria was beginning to stir. Odd how she never seemed to move unless I was nearby. I'd done tests to make sure it wasn't just my imagination, but given the lack of resources maybe I just hadn't been persistent enough.


She still acted like someone asleep, except she would occasionally ask questions if she was in a good state, and sometimes heard the responses. I still had to hold her up to feed her.


“Ria, food time. Come back to the realm of the waking.”


“Doc I wannaea’.”


“Yes, that’s why I'm here.” I poured some of the water from Xflask onto a cloth and then onto her head again. It seemed to help wake her up. I also learned that touching the horns didn't count if it wasn't my skin, though I hadn't tried touching them again at the moment.

After feeding her and giving her water, I figured it would be a good time to test the horn reaction again. Letting her digest a little, I boiled more water as I waited. Cooling it down in the stream, I figured it had been long enough.


I put the water away and returned to the bedside. Shifting Ria towards the center of the bed, the chances she’d hit her head on something decreased.


Before actually touching them, I examined them more. Smooth and without blemish. Not like the spiraling or segmented horns sometimes imagined. She didn't react when a finger was just waved near the horns. Nothing happening, I prepared myself to keep her from running into something and touched one of the horns.


Since I paid attention that time, I noticed a small shock arcing to my finger before it was withdrawn. Sitting up like hair of an electrocuted person, Ria looked at me.


“Who...who’re you?”


“I'm the Doctor.”


“That doctor?” The second time was no more successful than the first. Due to her startled nature, she was talking slow, and was already becoming less energetic. About 10 seconds remained, so I moved on to the main questions.


“Do you feel strange anywhere?”


“I feel itchy. My hands are so itchy.” Ria slowly started to scratch at the back of her hands. Her eyes were starting to close.


“Where did you get sick?”


“Sick? Imno’, ‘mno’ siiick.” And there she went. Maybe she couldn't tell since she was sleeping all the time. From that I figured at least she wasn't too discomforted, if she didn't know she was sick.


Ahh, the job was so troublesome. I still had a few months, so there was still time. Inventory would contain plenty of food by that time in case things went south. I knew to be prepared.


I’d stepped out to enjoy the evening air, humming along to the song. I sat along the wall of the hut, taking a break from real thinking. Ever since arriving to the world I felt much more footloose and fancy free, even if the quest I was trying to complete seemed impossible. Then I heard a familiar monotone. 


“Singing isn't something magicians usually do.”


“Criticizing magicians isn't something children usually do either. What brings you to this humble abode *Tagalong Girl*?”


“You told me to come speak with you later.”


“And you just listened?”


“Did you not expect me to?” She looked genuinely puzzled, as if me asking her to come was reason enough. If she’d not revealed her manipulative side, I would have had no doubts those were her honest feelings. Then again, there are too many stories about a suspicious main character completely misinterpreting the situation, so I made sure to keep an open mind.


“You’re here, that’s what matters. I believe we left off talking about why or how you were planning to leave the village. Do you have any particular plan or skills that will keep you alive?” I didn’t really question if she was leaving; in my head I was just finishing up the storyline to acquire my first party member. Learning her goals and abilities would help me guide us through future quests more efficiently and satisfactorily.


“No, I have planned to stick near Rion. Anything past that is his will.”


orz...can’t you think things through a bit more? No, you’re still just a child, I should already consider this much impressive. The phrasing also seems rather adult, although maybe that’s just the way of speaking here.


My thoughts were downcast as she revealed her non-plan. She’d evaded the question of skill, but I could deal with that later. Party leaders typically ended up carrying the team by endgame anyhow. There were other questions that burned hotter in my mind.


“Why though? I can’t imagine that you’re undertaking this on a whim.”


Tagalong Girl’s face turned a bit red, and looked down to her feet. This made her messy hair fall in front of her face, and she tried shaking it away, but with her head firmly pointed at the ground it was to no avail. It was what some sages would call kawaii, and even I was not unmoved.


*You really are, huh…* Whims were not something to be trifled with though! I have a philosophical devotion to the notion of whimsy; it didn’t matter that she really had no reason to be doing this, I would take her with me upon my departure.


“That’s alright, I don’t mind.” She looked up and tucked her hair back behind her ears. “How long were you planning to stay here with Rion?”


“Until he became aware of magic on his own. That way, I wouldn’t reveal my eyes.”


“Yeah, speaking of which, how are you doing that? Seeing the magic potential in people and whatnot?” Magical eyes, obviously, but I was unsure of the specifics. If she didn’t head out on her own, she likely didn’t have any magic power. At least, it would be too small to get by.


How could one even manage to utilize the magic power without spells anyhow? I thought that perhaps people individually came up with their own spell shapes, but set aside the notion, as even my simplest spell <Light> was quite intricate.


Internal musings interrupted, Tagalong Girl began speaking.


“You really are weird, I thought all mages knew about them. I can’t doubt that you’re able to use magic, but you don’t seem like any of the magicians that have passed through in the past.”


“I doubt that I am like them.” Although if there were other world travellers, that would definitely be something to look into. “How does this mage vision work, and what do the others call it?”


“I am becoming reluctant to travel with you. You know far too little.”


“Well you'll just have to keep me *appraised* of the situation, little *sage*.”


It was a good idea for me to take her on, logically speaking. Having someone native from the world to guide me would help me avoid any critical faux pas. Faux pauses? 


“Why is it that you don't mind being advised by someone as young as me?”


“Why would I?” I wanted answers from everything, even when answering her questions. It seemed we both had plenty to ask each other, although I supposed I was probably the stranger one, asking about what was apparently common knowledge.


“The mages who passed through this town in the past wouldn't even look down on us. At best they would demand food and lodgings. People who are able to use magic and are outside the church are not to be trifled with.”


“It doesn't really matter to me if I have no face.”


Tagalong Girl looked at me with a strange expression. Realizing not all idioms carried over, I just waved my hand around, as if to brush it off.


“How much do you know?”


“Enough, but when you’re wise you don’t really need to know anything.”


“That doesn’t make sense.”


“How about I explain it after we start travelling.”


“You’re...you’re going to take me with you?”


“Of course.”


She brightened up far more than I expected at those words. She seemed to be surprised by the way I stated it, although the words I’d spoken earlier certainly should have implied my decision. Regardless, it was nice to see her apathetic face show a few more emotions. It didn’t really matter if she was keeping some secret, or if it really was on a whim; there’s no need for someone to look so dour and I was glad to help her smile.
            

    
        Chapter 9:Ralph's Grandpappy and a Desire to Train

    
    
    
    
                Awakening before dawn as usual, I followed my morning routine of practicing my magic a few dozen times. My eyes were getting accustomed to seeing in starlight, as well as the spontaneous bursts of lights that had at first burned my eyes. My efficiency with placing the mana into spell shapes had greatly increased, and I believed I was hitting the limit of repeated practice; a bottleneck, if you will.




The fact that my growth was beginning to taper off was unsettling. If I couldn’t experience growth after leaving the village, that meant anything dangerous I encountered would remain dangerous forever; any enmities with powerful forces would have to be resolved with external power. 


There are many stories of heroes who can't make it on their own. Leaning on others to overcome and defeat things beyond their own ability. I hate those kinds of tales.


I've nothing against friendship. The supporting cast can off outshine the lead, and they need not be bumbling sidekicks. But those so impotent that it is not just temporary aid, but a permanent reliance on others, leads me to grind my teeth. 


Perhaps one can grin and bear it in a reality that can't be altered by mere thoughts, but I had stepped into a realm with magic. It awakened the lust for power within me that had always slumbered under the weight of physics. I suppose I was a bit of a megalomaniac even back then.


In those wee hours, unable to make my strikes any more efficient, I returned to long range target practice. While running and jumping, shooting dozens of meters away, and behind the back shots. I had a tendency to work harder any time I suddenly felt limited. Although it usually applied to a game patch, in that case it was much more real.


Even dedicating myself so, I knew my physical abilities and talents would hit a peak at some point. The only way around this that I could think of was to find a way to level up or improve my undead. Other methods were unknown at the moment.


Of course, I couldn't very well chop up Pan for experience and minions. At the moment, I had no idea where the monsters were and neither could I leave Ria unattended. Nothing for it but to wait for another turn of fortune.


In a slightly foul mood, I exhausted my mana. Collecting and tossing aside the targets I'd set up, I then prepared Ria's gruel.  Lightly rapping knuckles on her head but avoiding the horns, I roused her for breakfast.


*We hates nasty elf breads, don’t we precious?* 


“Doc’or whyah you talkin’ funny?” Well isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black. I gave her a few more spoons of the gruel, which had evolved into porridge over time.


“I’m not talking funny. How are you feeling?”


“Tired an’ itchy.” Same as usual then. At least she wasn’t getting any worse. It was strange how even though she said she was itchy, she never scratched while I was away. Her efforts were feeble in my presence as well, but they would tear away some of her remaining normal skin. There were no signs she did so when I wasn’t present. 


I couldn’t be sure I was the cause, because no one else ever came into the shack. Pan’s visits only occurred when I was present and those were dwindling as well. I guessed he had placed his trust in me.


“‘Mma go sleep.”


“Hey, try to stay awake a little longer this time. Don’t just say the same things over and over again.” I complained to no avail and Ria returned to slumbering. I really needed to expand my knowledge of this plane of existence. I had no idea as to what was happening.


Then I remembered what you should do if you ever get stuck on a quest. After picking up every item, talk to every NPC. Recalling back to two days ago, I had a conversation with Ralph and he said his grandfather had told him a story about someone with the same disease! I was practically running out of the hut to go find him. I needed to exhaust his dialogue tree.


Ralph was angling about 10 minutes downstream, near a slight bend in the creek. Focused on the river, he was unaware of his surroundings.


“Hey Ralph, can we talk for a bit?”


“Sure thing! How are ya Audrick?” Looking over his shoulder, he gestured towards a stone nearby I could sit on. I didn’t bother correcting my name.


“Doing pretty well. Went out with Ross and Troy to help them haul lumber around the other day. They were very...enthusiastic about their jobs.”


“That’s because with ya along they could bring back a lot more timber. They’re thinking about patching up their house now.”


I was a bit surprised that was all it took. All that really happened was they brought back a few more logs than usual. No matter the quantity returned, there still had to be the limiting factor of skilled labor. I thought of peeking around the village to see exactly how they ended up improving their huts.


“I was almost crushed by the whole trees they passed along. They could tone it down at least a little. Anyhow, I came to ask you about Ria’s affliction, you said that you heard a story about something similar?”


“So your here ta learn about that.” Ralph seemed a bit saddened that I hadn’t just come to chat. “Well, I always love telling my grandpappy’s stories.”


In the name of decent storytelling, I omit the abominable word salad that spewed forth from Ralph’s mouth. To this day, I wonder if his grandpappy was just as bad, or if it was an epic tale unjustly mangled. It was hard enough trying to pick out clues relevant to the situation, let alone a cohesive narrative. I may be sparing you of the ear-grating jumble of sentences, but what’s left is a bit of an infodump. It may sound like bare bones exposition, but trust me, it’s more palatable this way.


The gist of the tale centered around Ralph’s grandpappy(no name given). An adventurer from Kallahall, a country to the east of Derriad, he came in search of a holy artifact. It had been suggested by previous conversations, but I learned explicitly in this tale that the country of Derriad was a theocracy. Founded by the prophet Levaius, but named Derriad after the then current archbishop of another religion, I didn’t question too long lest I reveal my ignorance of what were apparently continent-spanning religions.


One of the most important things I learned was Derriad was apparently considered small country. Apparently, because the world was wuxia sized. For those of you who don’t live on the internet, that means anything smaller than the entire surface area of the earth is probably only fit to be a pinprick size island in the grand scheme of things. This is a bit of an exaggeration, but Derriad was considered small and from what I reckoned was twice the size of Russia.


So the Old Grandpappy was setting off on a long quest across Derriad to find a holy relic for some Knights of the Fang, Fang Knights, Order of the Fang, Ralph kept using different terms for them. Or maybe there was a larger Fang Coalition in play, who knows. They were preparing for the coming of the beastly days, when creatures with weak willpower become tainted by demonic essence.


Don’t worry if you’re wondering what this has to do with Ria. It is totally unrelated and I had to sit through it anyway, like a good listener. In better news, it turns out they Fang Coalition planned for Old Grandpappy and their other glorified couriers to take a few decades. This means that the timing worked out so that I got wrapped up in the beastly days, but that occurs some years later on. 


OGP encountered the afflicted person about two years into his journey. Being a proper adventurer, OGP and his companion, Buddy Faern(A point-ear, and his name is pronounced like the plant.), recognized the man as simply being under a magical disease and not a curse or possession. OGP found him isolated in a cave(probably while Fern was off fondling trees), almost catatonic. Much like the state Ria was currently in.


From the tale it sounded like Fern used some sort of accidental magic to awaken the comatose man. By the heckling of the leaf-licker that OGP included in his story, it was clear that it definitely wasn’t on purpose. Fern was also incredibly drained for a long time afterwards, if it wasn’t just an embellished put-down.


So it turned out all that could be gathered from that hack job of a bard was to be careful. I suspected whatever it was had been triggered by touching the horns of the patient. Further experimentation along that line of inquiry would be halted for the moment. OGP and Fern didn’t follow their patient around long enough to test for a full recovery, so I wasn’t going to risk my mana on something that might not even be a permanent solution.


Even though all I asked for was about the red-skin affliction, Ralph continued the story to my dismay. Again, even if it may have been painful, there was some information that would help later on.


For example, 17 Chapters headed by an archbishop and high priestess were the foundation of Derriad, under the rule of the Grand Cathedral. While they vied for power amongst themselves, compared to larger nations Derriad was monolithic in its loyalties. This along with a high conscription rate and mandatory military service had kept it from being subsumed into one of the neighboring lands. Being friends with Kallahall and bordering an ocean also helped reduce the number of predators.


I learned that the church was the state and the law. Every governmental position was filled with someone directly affiliated with the church. Ralph wasn’t speaking too badly of them, but I suspected that was due to the fact that he’d lived in Nowheresville, Derriad for his whole life. It wasn’t impossible for them to be good, but I wasn’t planning on putting my faith in them. 


Hehehe. Unintentional puns.


I suppose I can stop regaling you with the absolutely thrilling information that Ralph shared with me. This all took place over the span of an hour and some minutes, including a break or two when he caught a fish. As thanks, I stored and carried his catch back to his house when lunch rolled around.


After feeding Ria again, I made sure that there wasn’t any need for me around the village. Around a week had passed and it seemed some of the townsfolk were beginning to warm up to me, but I wasn’t really close to any of them. They definitely wouldn’t care or notice if I headed off into the woods for a few hours. Besides I could always just say I was looking for medicinal herbs, or somesuch nonsense.


The sun was high in the sky, and I made sure my flasks were filled with water. I stepped out of my hut and surveyed the surroundings. In front, to the south was the rest of the village. As usual, nobody could really be seen among the buildings at this time of day. To the west was the road I came from. Travellers occasionally passed through, but I didn’t ever recall seeing any stop. Troy did mention dealings with a merchant at some point, but I missed them somehow. To the east was the stream where most of the village was working, fishing and whatnot. They were weighted more south, since that was downstream and so they wouldn’t kick up as much grime for those collecting water upstream.


And to the north was the forest. Sparse and deciduous, it wouldn't provide much visual cover for a ways in. If I strode over into the forest confidently, it would arouse less suspicion if I was seen, but that would have been no fun.


*Na nana Na na, na Na nana na na* Crouching down through the tall grasses, I hummed and did some rolls across the ground. The grassy plain between the house and the forest was free of obstruction, but if anyone saw me they must have assumed I was up to my usual shenanigans. Calling it high stakes would be quite the exaggeration, but I was having a good time acting in that way. 


I made it into the forest and disappeared into the trees unmolested. Standing straight up, I kept walking deeper into the forest to ensure privacy. The familiar smell of the wilderness was refreshing after the constant aura of fish in the town. 




After a few minutes of walking and stopped to listen. Only the noise of a few woodland critters, no human voices or footsteps. All alone in the woods. Opening my inventory I pulled out Hans. Time to begin working out the limits of my specialty.
            

    
        Chapter 10: Small Experiments and Travel Plans

    
    
    
    
                I said in the past that I was reaching the limit of merely practicing magic, but I was omitting the use of necromancy and the related spells. Even if I do enjoy frivolity, there is a minimum standard to be maintained, and the line had been drawn at practicing necromancy openly. An arbitrary designation, but one that made sense.




That meant what would probably be my strongest weapon was being neglected. It wasn’t impossible to think that it would be a qualitatively different discipline for me either. Due to my specialization, I thought perhaps I would be unlimited in my achievements in the realm of death.


The limitation that really would stop me dead in my tracks was the matter of corpses. All experimentation would have to be done conservatively in regards to the resources at hand. Thankfully my ill fortune of being Level 1 limited the number of things I could try, but I had a habit of trying to take things to an infinite limit if possible.


I started off examining Hans more thoroughly. Hand Spiders were the only form of undead I was capable of creating, and I suspected that they would be a staple minion for quite some time. They were meant to be used as distractions or as assistants to fetch things. While they were dextrous to be used ingeniously, in my situation Hans seemed particularly useless. I needed to find the absolute limits of its abilities.


Setting Hans down on the leaf litter, I observed the default behavior. In Underworld, there would be several different settings as to how fully controlled minions would act. Hans’ independence was an important feature to note. Were it to crawl into someone’s bed of its own volition, I would be quickly finding myself a new town to stay at.


For the most part it stayed in one place. It pawed at the leafy ground with its claws, and paced about in a two foot radius. Looking bored, it poked at the ground digging little holes, like a cute squirrel about to bury an eyeball for the winter. Maybe it’s just my soft spot for feeble things.


Realizing that Hans wasn’t likely to decide to go hunting on its own, I could move on. Finding all the ways Hans could be ordered about topped the list of things to try out. Verbal commands were first, and it was simple to realize that Hans didn’t need to hear the orders. The thing didn’t even have ears, how would actually hearing the words work? I theorized that since I could use hand gesture(Hans didn’t have eyes) as well, ordering it about was actually done solely by intent. 


The somatic and verbal components acted as mediums that made the communication easier. Casting my other spells were likewise more difficult and less mana efficient if I tried omitting the physical steps that naturally went with them. I pondered the relationship; commands were given by intent, but made easier by voicing or gesturing; spells were cast by filling a spell shape with mana, and were also made easier by voicing or gesturing.


Each command being its own spell seemed like a bit of a stretch, but since I could do so mentally, some sort of magic was being used to communicate it. This use of magic didn’t require mana though. The interaction was much less physical than other uses of mana, but I felt divination spells also fell into the same category.


I looked over the mental connection between myself and Hans, comparing it to the one with the Barnacle.

The psychic Barnacle remained unmoving like a tree in my mind for the past week. The mental connections I had made could be felt constantly, but Barnacle was so static that its presence became accepted. Unlike Hans, I could feel the spiritual connection even while asleep. Barnacle’s link was like a rod connecting us, while Hans was at the end of a long thread. Hans was easier to commune with, even if the link was more tenuous. Though since Barnacle had reacted to nothing at all, it wasn’t quite fair to compare.


Mentally shaking the thread between us, I practiced moving Hans about with only my mind. The difficulty was quite high, and the hand spider’s movements were stilted under full control. This was the only way to operate it like a puppet, using verbal commands gave it some degree of autonomy. Even if I couldn’t predict what Hans would do, it still acted in ways that I approved of. It seemed like it was using my mind as a template for decision making, but couldn’t figure out why mental communications were so hard if that was the case.


It is also the case that words do not have to match intent when commanding a minion. Slightly exasperated at Hans’ difficulty climbing a tree, I told it to ‘go die again, you miserable excuse for an undead’. Luckily, it did not take the instructions literally and try destroying itself, but redoubled its efforts in scaling the plant.


My intent had made it through despite my word choice, and I doubted Hans was using Human Intelligence to interpret my real meaning. In further trials, it was more difficult to get across a message like ‘go forward’ when I said to stop, unless I was speaking sarcastically. Using doublespeak without becoming doubtful myself was a new challenge, but one that seemed simple enough to overcome.


The last of Hans’ limits that I tested was the range of communication. Hoping it wouldn’t get lost, it could be commanded normally out to 20 meters even if I couldn’t see it. After that, I would have to use mental commands, until about 50 meters. Beyond that range it could only be ordered to return.


A sensible limit were this a game and balance needed to be maintained. Upsetting when you are trying to achieve unlimited power.


I moved on to spend about an hour practicing the spells I’d neglected. While there was obviously a great deal of difference between them; the spell shapes for necromantic spells all felt like they had something to do with creating or destroying bindings.


Trying to permanently keep <Death Sense> up, I strolled deeper into the forest. There was still time to wander before returning. For some reason, the danger of combat and encountering something powerful didn’t dissuade me from travelling deeper.


Farther in, the woods became more dense. Trees thickened to the size of a large man’s waist and the canopy blotted out more and more light. As a result of this, the amount of brush decreased and it became easier to travel. 


One can’t help but smile in such a dark place, with the smell of the earth. The slight rustling of leaves the only sound around.


Upon entering the forest, there had been the sound of wildlife chittering. The last time I clearly recalled it was only about a dozen minutes prior. My own presence did not still the noises of the forest, so it had to be something more than a wandering creature.


Concentrating on the distant voices of the animals, I headed towards the silence. In line with my experiences so far, the chirping of birds slowly resumed and whatever it was had passed. If not for keeping <Death Sense> active, there would have been no clues as to what had happened.


A slight bit of the Void Black and Blood Red auras lingered in the distance. Ready to use <Magic Dart>, I approached with proper stealth. Slowly, with Hans serving as a noisy decoy. It could continue an order outside of 50 meters, so long as it was given the command beforehand. Still behind trees, every time Hans loudly rustled, I peeked around and advanced to the next point of cover.


A waste of caution, as upon arriving there were no creatures remaining to see me. Thinking of caution as a waste is a dangerous habit, but sometimes I desire efficiency over personal safety. Surveying the area, a few clues were present.


Blood, surrounding the center of the black aura, was liberally spread about next to a tree. Trailing off further into the woods, something had been wounded and then hunted to this point. From the red fur that was on the ground and the smallish prints on the ground, I assumed it to be some sort of fox, or whatever this world’s equivalent was.


That was really just a clear deduction to make, my tracking skills weren’t actually that great. I could tell that there were signs of a scuffle in the leaf litter, and by the spread of blood it had been the result of a slashing weapon of some sort. My assumption that this was the result of a goblin hunting was pure intuition. I would also count myself correct if it was any other sort of small beast, like a kobold or dire rat or something.


The important part being that this forest contained creatures that were slightly more powerful than a fox, and that I probably wouldn’t mind killing. Well, like my arbitrary hate for point-ears, I find the reptilian depiction of kobolds adorable so I didn’t actually want to kill one. Point being, there were parts just waiting to be collected inside the woods.


Not wanting to be too late returning, I made my way back. Encountering the stream, it wound about, but I quickly found my way to the village. The disappearance did not seem to have caught anyone’s attention, possibly because it had barely been for half a day.


That was a good thing though. I thought of only returning to the forest every week to be safe, but convinced myself to reduce the time to three days. So long as I consistently interacted with the villagers, it wouldn’t seem as if I left at all. Keeping suspicions low in the first place was key.


Casually strolling back through town, I went to try an locate Ross and Troy. The lumberjacks were probably the two who would benefit from my carrying capacity the most. Instead I ran into Pan. Being interrupted from what I am trying to do at the moment is a running theme in my life. 


“How are things Alric?” Pan approached from the south where the fields were. Come to think of it, I didn’t recall ever asking him what he did around the village. Meh, I shrugged internally, I didn’t really care.


“Ria is getting better slowly, she talks coherently during meals now. I might be able to get her up and about soon, but the matter of the horns and skin has yet to be resolved.” I scratched at my chin, looking thoughtful as I stared off into space. Which was basically just straight over Pan’s head.


“I know that we haven’t much to offer, but please do everything in your power to help her. The paladins will be here in only a few months. If you break the curse, I will do whatever you ask and work as long as it takes to repay you.” I wished Pan would stop being so sincere with his words. I am already earnestly trying to complete this quest, there’s no need to beg.


“Unfortunately, the situation is difficult.” I shook my head, offering an explanation that would neither diminish my apparent skills or personality. “I ended up in Derrian with almost nothing to my name. To free her from this curse, it would normally take resources far beyond those available here. The treatment she is receiving is the best possible considering the circumstances.”


“I see...then if you were able to get what you need would you be able to heal her?”


“Of course.” Technically speaking, as long as you had what you needed you could do anything. It just so happened in this case a set of instructions was also being included in what I needed to heal her. “But this village is a little too small to have access to what is needed.”


“There is a town about a week to the west of here. It’s fairly large and could have what you need.”


A town! A proper town, and not some rinky-dink village? Count me in! I now knew the language and with a guide, things would definitely go well. I would not be ditching Ria and Tagalong Girl the moment I saw properly constructed houses, but I was desiring a change of pace.


Master procrastinator, I put off my plans to hunt in the forest, learning more about the psychic Barnacle, figuring out what was up with Tagalong Girl, and I probably wasn’t actually going to find anything to help Ria. I figured I still had quite a bit of time.


“In that case I shall travel there and see if the materials for a remedy present themselves.”


With that, I had been scheduled to get out of the village the day after next.
            

    
        Sidestory 10.1: The Chipper Merchant

    
    
    
    
                Author Note:Haaaah? A chapter not on Wednesday? Every 10 or so chapters I plan on putting out these additional side stories(with slightly more reliable narration). If I make a Patreon thing, these will end up being sponsored chapters focusing on someone the patron requests, probably maybe. I don't know how Patreon works. Well, I'll make at least one of these per 10 chapters, even if I never do that.




“Let’s keep moving Ruffles.” Castor urged his draft horse forward out of Medean. As usual, he had loaded his cart with earthenware jugs before returning to Glaucen. There, he would buy barrels of lamp oil before returning.


Compared to most merchants, Castor kept to a much smaller route. The profits were mediocre, and the journey dull, only passing through a single small village. As a consequence, only he kept to the route. Demand for the goods between the towns was constant, but not so large that others would be able to push their way onto his turf.


Still, sometimes Castor felt the need to change up his life a little. Very little went on along his three week route.Though over his last trip to Medean, he’d encountered several interesting parties along his way. 




X days ago

Clip, clop, clip, clop, clip, clop. Ruffles paced along the road at a good speed, but not too quickly, so as not to be strained. Eight large and one small barrel of lamp oil sat in the back of the cart, a commodity that could be sold anywhere for a good price. Castor settled for merely delivering it to the town of Medean. Oil lamps weren’t all too fashionable, but as the only merchant peddling the route, his assets were steadily growing.


After a day of travelling, he’d spotted a large, but thin young man wearing robes under the old oak. He looked so relaxed, Castor felt that he definitely was living a satisfying life. The merchant felt happy for the strangely dressed stranger and gave him a wave.


“Who knows Ruffles, maybe one day we can retire and just relax on the plains. I’ll find you a healthy mare, and I’ll find a healthy wife and we can all settle down where there are no monsters.”


Ruffles lifted his head and shook his amber mane, letting out a disappointed neigh. Castor always felt pleased he had such a smart horse, but was saddened by the point brought up.


“Yes, of course I remember. But the church can’t raise the taxes too high, even if they are on edge. That would make it very profitable to become a bandit, even given the obvious risks.”


Ruffles snorted and looked back at Castor while he paced along.


“I didn’t mean we’d become bandits, just that with taxation and conscription rates rising, there would be a lot of inner turmoil.” The merchant sighed “You know I don’t care for that kind of high stress life. Peaceful days, that’s all I hope for.”


Castor relaxed in his seat. Ruffles knew very well the road and didn’t need any guidance. In fact Castor suspected that if it weren’t for the fact the goods needed to be unloaded, he could just send his horse to do all the work. He and Ruffles had worked the route for a long time together.


So when the horse began to veer off the path, Castor knew something was up. If it had been just another traveller, they would only move to the side of the road. Ruffles reaction was a great deal more extreme than usual.


Approaching, not so far away, was a small contingent of elves. While they weren’t a rare sight for someone to see, but seven all at once was unusual. Derriad had a very small proportion of nonhumans, at least as far as Castor knew. The Scriptured Doctrines only spoke in terms of Life, Unlife, and Nonlife, but the interpretation of such vague wording varied widely.


Elves were usually on their toes when they visited cities because of this. While it was a rare occurrence, with such long lives they inevitably became targets for mobs and witch-hunts every once in awhile. They liked to keep themselves hard to notice, and generally moved in small numbers so they could flee more easily. For the individual, escape was an easy task; elves did possess a blessed agility and speed. But the more that came along, the more the populace could be riled up, and the more likely one would make a mistake. Large groups were also more profitable for slaving groups to chase after.


Slavers. Castor didn’t think highly of the trade, but he didn’t revile it as some did. To properly control slaves, restrictive magic needed to be applied, and the cost for such a thing was high. Some travellers he met with spoke of slaves being used to tend fields, which greatly amused him; that would be like purchasing a dozen horses to pull a small cart, so incredibly inefficient. They may not be able to walk their own path, but most lived a comfortable life and that is really all one should ask for in life.


Of course there was hardly anyone who wanted to be a slave, but it wasn’t the worst course of events. In fact, one might think Ruffles’ situation similar, although he had a far worse reaction to slavers.


But from their appearance, it didn’t seem as though these elves were even taking such thoughts into account. They were armed and looked dangerous, apparently unworried about drawing the attention of others. The violent aura about them would incite fear and hatred among those even not predisposed to it.


The elves didn’t have the demeanor of bandits though, so Castor didn’t grow nervous. Though they may have looked grim, he was sure they were just trying to live their long lives. Trouble did not discriminate after all.


“Good luck to you!” He called as they began to pass one another. Their footsteps faltered, but did not stop, and since they were both moving they passed each other quickly. He did not have the chance to gauge their reactions, as Ruffles began picking up pace.


After gaining some distance, the horse let out an angry neigh.


“They looked troubled, they could use some good fortune.”


Ruffles let out a sarcastic whinny, and Castor laughed.




X days ago

Two days after passing the elves, Castor caught up to a strange traveller in black. By appearance, he should have been evaluated as far more dangerous than the elves. His weapon was a black sword that clearly emanated a murderous feeling, and his fine dark clothing made him look like a successful, and therefore dangerous, highwayman. With a grim face, one would normally think that they were in danger.


Castor trusted his intuition though, and slowly began to pull alongside the man. He seemed lost, and if you ran into a lost person, the proper thing to do was give them some direction.


“Where is it that you’re travelling fellow?”


The man in black looked a bit surprised that he’d started a conversation, but across his face there was also confusion and a bit of sadness. His response was in words that Castor did not fully recognize. It seemed to be a thick dialect of Brannish, a language the merchant had learned to recognize, but not speak. Braan was rather distant from this area of Derriad, but it wasn’t impossible for a Brannish man to make his way to the interior of the country. Whatever journey he was on it was sure to be a difficult one.


Castor, while not incredibly wealthy, was still a man of good means. Having Ruffles slow his pace, one of the horse’s empty grain sacks was used as a bag to store a bit of preserved rations. Castor was beginning to develop the classic rotund belly of a merchant, a few pieces of food given to an unfortunate traveller was of no trouble to him.


The man received it with a grateful expression, saying what Castor presumed to be thanks, and even bowing a little to make sure his point got across. It was a little embarrassing having someone bow to him, but Ruffles began acting out after that.


“Ruffles! Calm down, what’s wrong?” Patting the horse’s flank, Castor had never seen him act like this. It wasn’t the thrashing of an unintelligent horse, but even he had trouble understanding his partner’s meaning at the moment. It was something about being fellow travellers, but he couldn’t make out the true meaning.


“Ruffles!” Castor patted the stallion again, and decided to use the moment to introduce himself and his horse to the man at the moment. ”Ruffles. My name is Castor. Castor.” From his occasional run in with someone who didn’t speak Derrian, he knew repetition of the key words was important.


“Daracule...Christopher Michaels.” Castor gasped. What sort of noble was a Daracule? Or perhaps those three were all names? Ruffles had calmed down somewhat, but was still making a fuss. Perhaps he’d had a Brannish owner at one point.


Surely a noble wouldn’t so easily bow to a common merchant, but maybe he was simply a good man at heart. Castor respected those with a good heart. So he didn’t mind pulling out a sheet of parchment and charcoal stick to draw a crude map. Buying small amounts of parchment for personal use was quite expensive; the church almost had a monopsony, and wouldn’t allow much to be sold to those outside of large merchant houses for bookkeeping. 


The drawing was simple one, but the man in black nodded as he looked over it. Castor held up five fingers and pointed towards the series of suns and moons he’d drawn across the top. Peres wasn’t the closest town, but he did recall that a merchant that knew Brannish regularly passed through.


After handing it over, he waved goodbye to the noble. Ruffles was hesitant to depart from him at first, but eventually resigned himself and sped up back to their normal pace. They had a schedule to keep, and the noble didn’t seem to want to impose on them any more than he had. A truly thoughtful man, if only the lords of Derriad were so thoughtful.




Present day

Having left Medean several days ago, things were returning to their normal pace for Castor. Every once in a while he and Ruffles would pass a pedestrian, but their numbers seemed to be shrinking as of late. The taxes had been seeing a slow increase for a long time, and many took it to be an omen of conflict. Before the conscription began in earnest, many were trying to find ways to preemptively evade it. Second and third sons with no chance at inheritance were trying to find their way out of the region.


Trying to get out of a region could be either expensive or dangerous, and usually both. The safest way to traverse them was to try and get attached to a merchant caravan. Since regions were formed around areas abundant in resources, inter-regional caravans were laden with valuables and armed to the teeth when making their way across the monster infested regions. In times of turmoil they would often pick up a swarm of drifters following them. They didn't do anything to protect these tagalongs, but those who didn't end up as an early warning system or meat shield would make it through safely. 


The annual Randall-Varren Caravan was to set off in a few weeks, most people traveling there had already passed through the region. Castor would be on an empty road soon, going back and forth and back and forth with Ruffles.




But a simple life was just fine with him. The occasional excitement of elves or nobles was plenty. In a day or so, he'd pass by the little village, let Ruffles take a drink and the process would repeat.
            

    
        Chapter 11: History and an Invitation

    
    
    
    
                There was still one full day before I headed out to the city, Glaucen was the name of the destination. While I could speak Derrian fairly well at this point in time, I was still ignorant of most of the customs of the land. Not to mention the currency of the land and what I was expected to look for.





I figured that I should limit the extent to which I just ‘winged it’. 




Getting more information wouldn’t be too difficult a task, but the thing about social norms is that within a culture they are...well normal. Following social mores is superfluous in more modern societies, where one is graced with such things as a judicial system and vigilantism is frowned upon, but in these primitive times it would be best to act conservatively. At least in cases where the population is high enough to warrant a police force, and a lynch mob won’t look more like a few thugs. 




Well, I was hardly the sort to worry about crossing burning bridges. Besides, for the most part it was just the cautiousness that came with danger. Double checking assumptions about the structure of the world increases one’s chances of survival, but I wasn’t very into the idea in the abstract.




I tried informing Ria that Pan would be looking after her again for the next week or so, but she only murmured on with words I didn’t recognize. Considering most sounded similar to color and possessive noun combinations, they were likely herbs of some sort. Or she was simply becoming more delirious. The latter was unlikely, even if there had been no progress on the front of her skin condition, the other problems had been eliminated by, admittedly roughshod, modern medicinal techniques. A few days without <Prestidigitation>’s flawless cleaning wouldn’t make a difference in the long run. 




Finishing lunch with her, I went to find Ross and Troy. The night before we arranged to go out in the afternoon. It turned out that the two didn’t spend every day out in the forest, so leaving midday wasn’t a problem for them.




When I found the two, they weren’t helping fish or tend the paltry amount of poultry by the river as expected, but leisurely sharpening two oddly shaped axes near the western edge of the cluster of homes towards the center. There could only be so many people fishing on one stream, but the village still felt too idle. Shouldn’t there be more toiling in a medieval society?




“Good afternoon Alric! All ready to go?” Ross leaned into the house behind him, placing the axe he was working on just around the corner of the threshold. In a small place like this I supposed there wasn’t a particularly high rate of theft. The city would have to be different; but then again maybe not.




“Twig! At last you’re here! Were you worried you would be crushed this time?” In contrast to Ross’ polite exuberance, Troy laughed boisterously.




“So long as you don’t trip, I think I’ll be safe.” We both laughed at each other’s jests. 




“I’m sure Troy will watch his feet. Now let’s get out there, we’ve spent enough winters with biting winds making their way into our house. We might even be able to start fixing up the village.” Sliding his double headed axe into his belt, he stood quickly, looking over at Troy.




Troy grumbled a bit, looking more serious and popped inside for a few seconds to grab his own axe. Ross led the way setting a quick pace, but not one too quick for us.




I didn’t really know how or even if it was appropriate to bring up the state of the village. They, or at least Ross, seemed to feel some sort of obligation to fix the place up. Was that a personal trait, or did all people in this new world feel more piety towards their hometowns? Extrapolating from such small numbers could lead me astray, but society was made of the individuals.




I figured I might as well try and get some answers for a change.




“How long has the village been like this? The atmosphere is rather barren…” I slowly lead into the topic, keeping as neutral a tone as possible. Ross didn’t turn around as he answered, as if trying to leave his words behind even as he spoke them.




“Just a little over seven years now. Some rumors reached our village about trouble along the Meskian border. Chief, or Gunner now I suppose, was the sort who thought he could predict the weather. He thought some from the village might end up conscripted, and a merchant ended up swindling him. Gunner thought if only we could preserve a great deal of food, the village would have an easier time even with fewer hands. The thought was to help the village…”




“But he dropped his father’s fish in the river, and ran away after that to who knows where. Arthur, Mark, Philip and his wife, we couldn’t grow or catch enough food and people left.” Troy finished as his brother began trailing off “Bastards just up and left the town.”




“But if all goes well, then with your help the village will probably be on its way to recovery.”




The information settled into my brain, and I spent a little while to reflect. The conversation wasn’t rushed so there was time to think.




Apparently judging by the tale, those who remained in the village either possessed a sense of obligation to the village, or didn’t have means to leave. But given the several names that were listed, it couldn’t have been too difficult. Discerning how people felt about their hometowns, which could serve as an indicator for patriotism, would be subject to a massive bias in this instance.




All those fair-weather villagers had already taken their leave. Which brought up another important facet of this world, how easy was relocation if peasants could do such a thing? There was no doubt in my mind they could physically travel the distance, but was the world in a constant labor shortage?




Amidst my many questions, I felt sympathy towards the villagers, in particular the two woodsmen. They in particular gave off a strong feeling that they were working towards rebuilding the village. People who had a goal and worked towards it, I really liked that kind of personality. It made me a little sad that staying when the paladins came around was too great a risk.




Then I’d just have to do my best while I was still here.




“We’d best get to work and put those days behind you then!”




That afternoon was one of the rare occasions I actually worked up a sweat. Matching their enthusiasm, we rotated the axes between the three of us, after my form had been suitably critiqued. The tips were a bit necessary, given my low power output, but luckily the Stamina system within me kicked in and let me reach a suitable pace.




After the dreary discussion in the morning, Ross and Troy told me more amusing anecdotes. The Young Hag, or Melissa as she was actually named, apparently was more than a little superstitious. More than once the troublemakers(headed by Rion of course), conspired to moving about her things, and making noises in the night and whatnot. Troy promised me that during the full moon she looks exactly like a witch, staying up chanting prayers, decorating her house with crude talismans.




Those hours with Ross and Troy taught me a great deal more than I expected, shedding light onto the world beyond, even if they never had gone further than Glaucen in their life. They cursed at those who abandoned their homes because so long as they were fit, work could be found. People who settled did not find great fortune, but they were depended upon. The Church of Derriad preached prosperity for Life, but it seemed the ends justified the means; sacrifices would be made without hesitation.




Two enthusiastic workers told me their tales, the perspective of how they saw the world around them. Built around a road, they would occasionally see powerful people passing through, and travellers would tell stories as they drank from the stream. A blade of grass in the current of time, they were hardly affected by the world and did next to nothing in return. The small village spectated, living a life too small to be noticed by those outside.




“I can’t say anything, I’m under a magical compulsion to keep my business secret.”




I could return nothing to the two brothers though, there were no stories for me to tell. That village so small as to be nameless, was my new birthplace, and I’d not even become a part of it yet.




Their faces fell a little, but mostly shrugged it off, seeming to remember that I was not a mere traveller but a magic user. Conversation fell off to trading quips with Troy and then to working ourselves breathless.




14 trees were stored away, and by the judgement of the brothers, about half dozen would be suitable for construction work after being cured for several years. In the past, with the difficulty of moving timber, they would have to carefully select trees to fell, and sometimes the wood would go bad in the middle of curing. This many logs guaranteed at least some would be suitable for construction.




The sky was beginning to change red as I dumped out the final tree from my Inventory. An impressive haul from the combination of magic and honest backbreaking work. As someone who abhors the idea of doing work, it had been a surprisingly fun task. I guess it really isn’t work if you love swinging lethal implements around.




“We’ll be busy for quite a while yet. Sad that you won’t be here to help us.” Ross shoved some of the logs apart and snapped off a protruding limb. More had to be done before it was ready to be dried out. “But by the time you get back, we should be ready to head out again.”




“Again?” Letting out a tired laugh I shook my head in disbelief. Sure tilling soil may have been backbreaking work, but the woodcutters of the village took giving their all to a whole different level. “We’re going to bury everyone at this rate.”




“There need to be a lot of extras when you teach a novice how to raise a house. I don’t doubt you’ll manage to turn have the timber into firewood in the process.” 




I was at a loss when Troy said that. Wasn’t that a bit much? Someone who just stops by and helps out for a couple of days doesn’t usually warrant that sort of treatment. 




“I, em, well why don’t you make sure you have enough to properly fix up your own place? I’m sure Hannah doesn’t want to sleep in the same shack as Troy.” Yeah, how can romance progress when the walls are so thin? I ended up throwing the name of Ross’ love interest out there in my babbling.




“She can put up with it if there’s another good man to help around the village. Besides, it would be better to let our children drink milk than eat meat ourselves.”




“With you around, there’s no reason both can’t be done! You’re more help than you realize Twig.”




“I’ll definitely be around to help a while longer,” Taking half a second to reason out the foreign idiom, there had to be a way to let their hopes down gently. “But I am a wizard, and can not stay forever. I must follow *Mana* in the end, but will delay my journey as long as I can.”




“I can’t really tell you to not be a wizard, can I?” 




“I’m afraid not.” There is a certain finality to things beyond one’s ken. What can you do about that which you know nothing about? The usage of the word Mana kept them from pressing the matter further, although they clearly felt a bit of regret over it. Troy pulled at his bushy brown beard.




“Someone as stubborn as you won’t have any trouble making it back if you really wanted though. Even if you couldn’t do it, you’d still make it eventually.” Troy phrased his question as a statement. Sorry, but you’ve misevaluated me; I just didn’t get bored while we were working. I give up on things all the time. 




“I will not be saying a final goodbye to this place anytime soon.”




“Good, because we’ll need you to carry a lot more stuff yet.”




“Why don’t you go take care of the Ria before this little girl starts tearing up.” Ross punched his brother’s shoulder. I was glad for the opportunity to leave the awkward conversation and headed over to get Ria her evening meal. 




“*Skin looks fine, startlingly so actually.*” I tried a more in depth check up, since I would be leaving for around half a month. Ria’s condition stabilized over the past two weeks, with her skin now a uniform and slightly glossy red. With all the nonmagical ailments taken care of, I really did just have to hope the town had a solution. “Wake up, it’s time to eat.”




“Doc’or, wha’re the things?” As she was being fed, she changed up routine and asked about ‘things’. So incredibly descriptive, but whatever they were, she hadn’t spoken of them before. 




Did I not need to go to town now? Personally, I really did want to go to town, as a matter completely unrelated to Ria. But I didn’t have the greatest feeling about just leaving her behind at a critical moment so I could have some fun. My quest as a healer was something I wanted to take seriously. On the other hand it could have been nothing. I decided to slow down the process of feeding her and asked some questions.




“What things? Can you describe them?” 




“Faaaar away.” Bobbling her head forward, she ended up getting most of the gruel on the spoon in her mouth. And that was it.




I felt like I would die of old age before figuring out how to cure her.




Ria returned to unintelligible mumbles for the rest of the meal, and I learned nothing more. Really, was there anything I could actually do?




Since I’d gotten to this little village, I felt like I hadn’t accomplished much. At least, nothing worthy of a narrative. Just a bit of help with odd jobs. Taking care of Ria for the time being, a <Prestidigitation> to clean up, a <Mage Hand>(and regular hands) to help prepare some fish, and the hours out there helping the brothers with woodcutting. To me those were background events to fill time, yet I received what felt to be a disproportionate amount of gratitude.




I did like the place and the people I was beginning to get to know. I wished them the best, and I would stand by my promise to make Ria well. For me though, the elements that could distract me were running thin. The reason Underworld of Armok appealed to me was its virtually infinite scope. Dead ends were being reached within the village, and I needed to get out of it soon.


Restlessly I tried to fall asleep that night, hoping that the journey to Glaucen would open up more events in the village. If it didn’t, I doubted my patience would last until fall.
            

    
        Chapter 12: On the Road Again

    
    
    
    
                “"<Magic Dart>” With pinpoint accuracy, I snapped a thin twig in half. By this point all my non-necromancy spells were pushed to their utmost. I could perfectly target 16m away with <Magic Dart> which was its current maximum range, the result of many mornings of training.





The task wasn’t all too difficult when considering there weren’t actually a great deal of spells for me to practice with; after reducing the power they used, only a fraction of those involved more skill, like targeting. While it may sound like I am glorifying the fact I had reached the peak of that stage, it made me shiver in my boots.




Spellcasters in Underworld of Armok are naturally dependent on their spells. The larger their repertoire, the more dangerous they become. Spells were so numerous and diverse, it was considered that there would always be a ‘perfect spell’ for any given situation. Given that spell, even a severely outclassed magic user could turn the tides with ease. 




There were two challenges with the class: being quick to decide on the best spell, without being paralyzed by choice; and actually getting the spells. As someone who studied the lore of the game, I had a heuristic for quickly recalling magics I wanted, and that wouldn’t be a problem in the new world.




It was the diversity of my grimoire that was sorely lacking.




With a little over a dozen spells to start, as I necromancer I ‘researched’ a spell every five levels, that is acquired a free spell. The rest needed to be located in tomes and scrolls guarded throughout the world, or convince another caster to share with you. While this natural progression gave a total of 200 spells over an average character’s life, that number was actually quite small compared to what was optimal, not including the thematic and elemental variations within each general spell and possible higher level versions of a spell.




I was Level 1, unsure if I could level up and without knowledge of where to find magic tomes, or if they would even be compatible with my own magic.




Just one more thing to add to my to-do list.




As you expect, I never finish the main plotline in sandbox style games.




Dawn was barely breaking, and I waited next to the ford in the creek with Corsair(pronounced Corsair, as you are reading it; his name is not translated from Derriad to mean corsair). Though we’d seen each other on occasion before, Corsair served as the infrequently needed tanner and furrier when not helping take care of the fields. 




He was a bit younger than me, but older than the body of my avatar, probably in his late teens, if not early twenties. The grimy look about him, may have added a few apparent years, and my ability to gauge age was poor anyhow.




The reason he was being sent along, other than the fact he wasn’t particularly helpful during this season, was to purchase some nails and other such things from town. The village didn’t have a blacksmith, and with the timber Ross and Troy were working on, it would be necessary to acquire a few more building supplies.




Corsair was also to show me around Glaucen, ostensibly. Though I feel Pan’s actual motive for sending him was to keep me from being swindled. I was also asked to be cautious about upsetting the Church. Magic users tended to be press-ganged into the government, which made me skeptical of how it remained stable, but that’s just what I was told.




As we waited on the bank of the creek, Corsair stayed silent, looking to the horizon. I had a feeling from the way he deliberately ignored my presence that I would be on my own. Well, actually I had a feeling that he was brooding in a manner perfect for an anti-hero, and that the presence of a mysterious wizard(me) might be the catalyst for his true adventure, but the former is like a subset of the latter. Also the latter didn’t actually come to pass, which was why I led with the former.




Though the sun shone into my eyes, I caught sight of something walking in front of the star on the horizon. A chestnut colored horse, pulling a cart. Our ride had arrived.




As the merchant got closer, he looked a bit familiar. Didn’t I see him on the road before? Well, I hadn’t spoken to him, so I didn’t have to worry about having forgotten something we once talked about, so all would be well. He too seemed to have a slight flash of recognition as his horse slowly splashed through the creek.




“Good morning to you two fellows! Can I help you?” He seemed a bit round, not quite pudgy, but he certainly did not lack food. His personality matched his appearance, soft edges, but not so much so that he would be blubbery. Since Pan had told me about him, I confirmed that this was to be our ride.




“Are you Castor? We’re heading to Glaucen, Pan said that you would give us a lift.”




“It would be no trouble at all! I’d just like you to try and keep the jugs back there from clattering around too much, if you can.”




Huh. That was surprisingly simple. I thought I would have to hand over some coins to get us on board. Castor really was good-natured. I happily climbed aboard the cart over the side, after evaluating where I could set my feet down amongst the breakables. 




“Thanks for the ride. My name is Alric, and that’s Corsair.” Merchants knew lots of things, so I decided to try and start a conversation as we headed out.




“I know Corsair, I’ve been passing through his hometown for years.” Corsair did not acknowledge that we were discussing him, and instead sat with his feet hanging off the back of the cart. “Anyway, I think I saw you on the road from Glaucen. Are you a Brannish traveller by any chance?”




“A traveller, but not Brannish,” Braan was a country to the south and past a large mountain range. According to Ralph, Braan focused a good deal on magic and had numerous academies for mages. A reasonable place to claim as my origin, but I’d rather not try to challenge a merchant’s knowledge of geography. I didn’t need that stereotypical scene where I got caught making up blatant lies. “I’m from the south, but ended up a bit lost on my way. Until I get my bearings I’m helping out around the village.”




“You wouldn’t happen to be looking for a companion would you?”




Looking for a companion? Why would he ask that? He suspected I was a Brannish traveller, so maybe he ran into one. I’d said nothing of the sort to Pan or the other villagers, so I couldn’t claim that I was without being found out a liar. 




“I’m not looking for anyone, I just happen to be waiting in the area.” If Castor read between the lines ‘incorrectly’ then it wouldn’t be my fault at all. Nope, no lies told here. The merchant gave me a bit of an odd look, before elaborating.




“It was a few days after I saw you near Glaucen. I ran into a man, who couldn’t speak Derriad, I thought he was Brannish, but if you are not, then I suppose he might not be as well.”




Was it someone else who spoke english, someone from my world? Although I suppose it might be that english was spoken somewhere in this huge world, there wouldn’t be harm in asking. At least, not too much. Nothing I couldn’t deal with. So I hoped.




“Did his language sound like *something along these lines*?”




“Ah! That’s it! So you do know him?” Apparently making him read in between the lines wasn’t enough to get the point across. Castor had a complete lack of guile and went on chatting “He was dressed in fine, black clothes, with a black sword. What was his name again? Oh yes, Dracule Chistopher Michaels.”




Dracule Christopher Michaels, what a mouthful. By the description, it sounded like Castor had encountered the one who ended the life of the goblin on the road. However the situation was a bit up in the air, if he had been transported, killing goblins shouldn’t have been so reflexive, as it was in the game, although it may have been a ‘guided’ action like my magic was. Or we could have entered the new world at different times, but then how did he end up in Derriad? It was possible he was just poor at learning new languages, or sent to this area by magic.




So many reasons both for and against. Either way, I didn’t actually have the time to hunt him down, but I would rather know than be ignorant. And since I already started the conversation with half-truths…

“I can’t say where I may have heard the name before, but if I were to know where to look for him, seeing him may help me remember.”




“I drew him a map to Peres. There are quite a few Brannish merchants there, so I thought he could find someone that spoke his language.”




“Then he should be able to make his journey alone then. You were quite kind to help him.” I nodded sagaciously as though I had understood everything and all was going according to plan. The honest merchant seemed to buy the act, although I didn’t really have a reason for selling.




The journey took about eight days, and unfortunately passed without any outstanding events. Instead I spent the time talking with Castor, or perhaps saying I listened to him would be a better descriptor of what went on. He talked so much, it seemed like he may have gone mad during his travels, he frequently gave asides to his horse Ruffles.




I almost felt it wasn’t crazy though, because Ruffles really did seem to nod his head and whinny at appropriate moments. Really after travelling to another world, the idea that a horse could be intelligent didn’t really call for skepticism.




The merchant and his horse were locked into their route, and had worked it for 22 years. That made it a little hard to see him as anything other than an NPC. I couldn’t tell if it was good that he found a fulfilling job in an integral part of society, or depressing that it was all he did. Reliable NPCs were important, and I wished for them to exist, but as an intrinsically greedy person, I wanted them to desire more.




Other than waxing philosophical over the nature of people who have reliable jobs, I also ended up learning a little about Glaucen and the city Medean. Things such as the presence of guilds, which would control almost all of the craftsmen in a city, each of which would span the region.




I got a slightly better sense for how Derriad was set up from Castor. The Chapters and the Grand Cathedral were just the highest levels of the multilayered theocracy. Due to the fact that monsters were prevalent, only valuable regions were truly settled. This led to regions led by priests of the rank formally known as ‘Vestments of the Rose’, each one more or less autonomous and separated from the others by wild lands.




Trade between each region needed to cross these more dangerous lands. As such, trade between them was more or less monopolized by large trading companies. Most guilds also covered the region they were found within. The result of this being prices within a region were set by the guilds, which would sometimes ‘wage war’ against guilds in other regions using the merchant caravans as vectors for attack. The home turf advantage almost negated the benefits of having a more resourceful guild, and breakaway factions would also diversify the number of guilds.




If I met with a wolf goddess, I would probably consider putting magic aside for a few years.




What that all meant in the present though, was that prices were expensive, until a rival guild tried encroaching. I was lucky enough not to have been going down the path of a sculptor or blacksmith in this world, because guilds did not accept apprentices lightly. My tiny allowance would not be going far.




We stalled lunch on the last day to eat inside Glaucen, Castor knew we would reach it in a timely enough manner. As we got closer, the merchant gave me a few pieces of advice before we reached the city gates.




“You’re foreign, so I’ll remind you that most folk take Tian Meng and the church much more seriously here. Keep your distance and act cautiously around any clerics or priests you come across. You don’t have to be as careful around the Holy Servers, but they do still have power.”




So I’m supposed to give people in a large organization some face? I liked where things were going, although my cultivation base was a little low. Actually that just made things perfect.




“Also, it might not be too bad since you’re just visiting, but people have a memory for those who attend their masses, even if not by name. If you stay too long without displaying some sort of piety people may turn a bit hostile. The people here also don’t think too positively of elves. Oh, and if you see anyone with a blue bellyband, that’s a magic user unaffiliated with the church. They’re an eccentric bunch.”




“Is...that all?” We were fast approaching the point where we’d go our separate ways. Apparently he just now thought of telling me about what I needed to look out for. Better late than never, but his words awoke the possibility in my mind that magic users were required to identify themselves, possibly needing to be registered somewhere.




It might be overlooked as things that don’t usually rest on the mind of a merchant. Having followed a routine probably meant he needed to be aware of very little outside of it. Perhaps only upon seeing the town guards stationed at the gate did he recall troubles that might await us.




At least he had a possible excuse. Who sat stoically along the back edge of the cart saying none of these things? Oh yeah, Corsair. There’s no way the one appointed as my guide knew nothing about city life. Less than a merchant perhaps, but I’d heard not one word addressed to me.




As Ruffles trotted towards the city, I prepared myself to make through the visit on my own if necessary.
            

    
        Chapter 13: Entering Glaucen

    
    
    
    
                The stone walls that surrounded the city of Glaucen appeared impenetrable, but that had not stopped attempts on the city. The blocks that made up the wall were covered in the marks of assaults through the ages. Gouges that stretched for several meters, portions of rock that had been turned halfway to slag, places that were missing outright craters. Yet as a single block was at least a meter in height and twice as wide, they seemed to be superficial scarring.




The guardians of the gate were far more underwhelming in comparison. They weren’t under equipped, per se, but with a brigandine and simple swords and bucklers, one felt the city could do better. We were casually waved through the gates with little issue.


Glaucen was exactly what I would expect upon coming to this world. People in simple, but clean and crisp tunics made their way through the streets, carrying a variety of goods with them. Carts made their way over the slightly uneven cobblestones, delivering food and raw materials. A perfect reflection of the concept of a thriving medieval city.


Of course, my eyes were currently searching for something other than the backdrop of the city. While I couldn't spot any blue haramakis(it’s pretty much the same thing and belly band sounds dumb), there were quite a few people in white robe-like attire. 


I tried making mental notes of as many potential supporting characters as possible. It’s a bit tough trying to absorb the entirety of a person’s character and how likely fate is to guide them in a single glance, but there was no reason not to try.


A strange scent which tingled the nose like a thousand tiny pin-pricks clouded the air. The buildings where we had travelled possessed open storefronts, revealing a multitude of glass vials, beakers and other such implements. Those who couldn’t be mistaken as anything other than alchemists watched rainbows of concoctions as they off-handedly attended to customers.


The shop we stopped in front of varied little from the norm. Like the others, the first floor was constructed of stone and mortar, with a jettied wooden second floor. However, while most of the others had counters that opened onto the street, the one we approached closed itself off from the outside. Boards were placed across the windows, but it was still in good repair.


“Would you two mind helping me move the goods inside after a few minutes? Theodore only has one apprentice, and these pots require some measure of care.” As Ruffles slowed down, Castor asked us to help move the ceramic jugs. The fact he didn’t seem to be expecting any real payment for helping us was a testament to his good character.


In fact he’d been suspiciously friendly. Well, I wouldn’t make anything of it just yet, sometimes people were just too nice.


Wait, I thought I resolved to try and be a hero? Stopping my analysis of the merchants personality, I remembered that heroes would repay kindness given to them hundredfold. A little time spent to help him out was nothing!


“That’s the least we could do to repay you. Corsair and I would be glad to help out.” Wholeheartedly volunteering us, I ignored Corsair’s glare. “So, where are we taking these things?”


“Just give me a moment to get Theodore and make sure he’s ready. I’ll be right back!”


Castor disappeared behind the well fitted door, leaving just me and my travelling ‘companion’.  Apparently without another observer present, he now felt free to criticize me.


“What exactly do you think you’re doing volunteering us to help? We can only stay for a short while and there’s no need to stay in the first place. Castor has always given free rides without expecting payment.”


“What sort of attitude is that? You should remember that kindness should be returned! Castor doesn’t need to give us a ride, it’s only right to do something in return.”


“I’ve never needed to do so in the past, and it’s always been fine. What do you know about anything?” Corsair shamelessly rebuffed the concept of returning karma. It clearly wasn’t the world that disdained altruism, so it had to be something personal. “I have things to do for the village, you can stay and do as you please.”


Corsair left the cart and swiftly departed northwards through an alleyway. He certainly seemed to know his way around, which was a bit of a loss, though mostly I regretted not being able to show him the way of kindness.


Not long after Castor exited the shop, followed by an elderly man with what could only be described as a sporadic beard, and a young lad whose gaze flickered around as if constantly expecting something dangerous to appear. 


“Theodore, this is Alric, a traveller who has settled down in the village between here and Medean. He’s quite intelligent, and I think the two of you will get along. Alric, this is Theodore, the head Alchemist Supplier in Glaucen. He stores and refines many ingredients that are needed, and is even sometimes contracted by the Church. There is very little he doesn’t know about this town, so feel free to ask him.”


“A pleasure to meet you.”


“There’s no need to bow young man. Castor has said you pursue knowledge diligently, feel free to ask me any questions you have.” Ah, Castor must have taken my penchant for questioning about this new world during our trip to be a sign of intelligent. Well, I’m not going to say I’m not, but I do have a bit of humility. Let’s just say I’m slightly to the right of the bell curve, that’s modest enough.


“However, didn’t you say that two travellers came from Salt Village?” Salt Village, apparently some people referred to the place by the name of it’s folly. I wondered if it was just not very widespread, or if Castor just felt too polite to phrase it as such.


“Corsair has some more pressing business to take care of for the village. I decided to help while he gets started.” Who knows why, but I excused Corsair’s actions.  If he really never helped out, then changing from the norm may have been too strange for him. He could be a creature of habit, and there would be no benefit to saying he just didn’t feel like helping.


Ruffles however, let out an exasperated whinny. Right, I’d forgotten about the almost sentient equine. Particularly since Castor just shook his head a little in response. Seriously, having secrets exposed by a draft animal? Someone call Rohan, they’re missing a horse-lord.


“If he had places to be, then it’s no problem. Besides, we already have an extra pair of hands this time around, so the work will go faster in any case.” The ever optimistic Castor, though his words were true. Not everyone complains when they fall short of attaining every windfall possible.


Compared to felling trees, the work was quite simple. The task really was just moving the earthen jars into the basement of the shop. Though it did take a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. Since Theodore so kindly said that he would accept my questions, I asked him about the matter. It seemed that while some ingredients would be unaffected by the sun, keeping them in a controlled environment was better.


Well controlling variables is important in the subtle science and exact art of potion making.


At my casual acceptance of the idea, Theodore lit up, going on about how I was much brighter than the dunderhead he was trying to teach. From there we engaged in conversation about the various ingredients, the old man enthusiastically educating me as we moved the earthen containers to the basement. I felt a little bad for his apprentice, who apparently was a bit of a klutz. I discreetly helped him out with one or two <Mage Hand>s so he wouldn’t drop any of the jars, though I couldn’t help but feel as though this was a poor choice of profession for him.


Through guided questioning, I managed to gain enough information that I could likely be considered a dabbler. The effects and proper processing of plants and minerals was described in a much higher level of detail, but unfortunately, I did not have perfect retention of the information. Luckily, Theodore showed me several of the most basic herbs used in concocting potions. From that, I would be able to pass myself off as at least a novice herbalist.


Between the three of us, we finished in about 20 minutes. While enjoying the lecture that Theodore presented, I wanted to take a look around the rest of Glaucen. My main goal was still to find a cure for Ria, and while the old alchemist could know something, I wanted to get an overall picture first.


One must seize fortune when it is upon them, but must not be blind to the alternatives.


As such, I excused myself, saying that I needed to check on Corsair and make sure everything went smoothly for him. Theodore extended an open invitation to his shop, which I gratefully accepted, and Castor said that he would depart in the morning three days hence. I made arrangements to meet up and travel back to the village with him, along with Corsair before departing alone into the city.


When lacking reason, I see no reason not to follow my instinct. Since the place was wholly foreign, my feet walked where they wished. Ignore purpose and simply absorb the surroundings.


The crowds in the street were less dense than they initially appeared, one didn’t need to constantly sidestep to make their way through the crowd. A good deal of them seem to be carrying goods of one sort or another around, strangely enough it seems as though there are quite a few people going out for a walk and taking it easy. It seemed one of the reasons that there were always jobs of one sort or another open was that this culture valued free time. Completely the opposite of home, they seemed to make time for relaxation even if it would be in their overall best interest to continue working.


Among those apparent idlers, there were definitely a fair number of disciples of the church out and about. Shouldn’t they be praying or something? It really is hard to understand the sort of mindset of someone who is poised to gain power, but then goes on to ignore it. As Castor suggested, I keep my distance and continue weaving through the alleyways.


A hand is left to run over the buildings, feeling the materials. The wood of the buildings is old in many places, but by the frequent change in texture it is oft replaced. For wooden buildings, they are quite sturdy and well maintained; it seems costly, but probably cheaper than having the whole thing collapse every few decades. There are several prominent architectural styles, centered around geometric shapes, the most popular being repeating diamond patterns. How prosperous must Glaucen be for even these common shops and houses to follow the trends of the day? How long did this place stand for, to have gone through so many architectural phases?


But the age of the city could truly be felt through the stones that made up the city. I am a little angry at myself for letting such an emotional appeal get to me, but running my hand over those rocks made me more sure this was reality than any of my original tests. A weighty presence suffused with indomitability. While all were old, a few somehow felt doubly so. Was there a rock-like material in this world resistant to the passage of time? 


While possible, I cleared my head of what my instinct told me. Whimsical, yes, but foolish? That trait was one I wished to avoid. Best to not delve too far into rampant speculation when so much other data lay at my feet.


Stopping my foolish thoughts, I let myself remember my purpose for coming to Glaucen. To help Ria. There were several starting points I could think of: potions, which since Theodore opened his doors to me looked like a promising path; magic, a skill I already had some manner of control over; lore, to try and discover what exactly was going on with her and as a last resort trying to find someone else to heal her.


The last option had to be dismissed, not as a matter of pride, but because of its impracticality. Whatever affliction Ria suffered under was uncommon, and if it could draw the ire of the church, than finding a healer was even less likely. Who would walk up to a priest and ask ‘oh could you help this girl who’s turned into a demon?’ That choice was straight out.


Lore initially seemed like a good option, but asking bards would arouse suspicion. I lacked contacts, and even if there were a library in the city, I wouldn’t be able to read. A shame, since reading up on the disease wouldn’t have left any trails.


Magic and potion making were at the top of the list. Unfortunately both of these seemed like disciplines that required time to learn. There were a few months before harvest season and the official blessing of the village came, but it might not be time enough. 


Once again, I lamented the fact that this world acted just as purposelessly as the old. Coincidence was indeed mere coincidence, and Lady Luck favored none. What god of fate decided that I was not allowed to cure Ria? Is being transported to another world not enough to do anything for the village other than the most minor aid?


I knew bemoaning the situation wouldn’t get me anywhere, but I felt a little wound up inside. There is no harm in complaints, and I kept from voicing them aloud in any case. People who whine about whiners are the greatest whiners of all!


The best course of action would be to learn about alchemy and potions from Theodore, but I did not return to him right away. The success of that path was not guaranteed, and there needed to be safeties in place in case I failed. I needed to learn more about the Church. 
            

    
        Chapter 14: A 'Chance' Encounter

    
    
    
    
                AN: traveling, no computer, excuse any weird formatting. I'll fix it in time.


Envious of those blessed by fate, I did my best to casually hang around the disciples that wandered the city. Using this method I gradually learned...very little.


Nearly an hour had passed, and I wasn’t much better off than before, learning only of gossip. Lacking even malcontents, it was hard to find discussions relating to the church and its policies. Since the culture apparently remained fairly homogeneous throughout the country, there really was little purpose in expending resources to explain it either.


It seemed my best option going forward was to make my own ‘coincidental meeting’.


I’d not done so earlier due to the rather duplicitous nature of it. Sure it might not be lying, but it sure wasn't being straightforward. In a sense, most of what I told the villagers was based on a lie, but somehow world crossing felt like it fell under ‘lies heroes are allowed to tell’.


First step, establish a character. Since I could run into people I met in Glaucen in the future and lacked a disguise, I couldn't just make a throwaway character. Aspects of my current personality were foreign, magical, curious, helpful, polite, and rambling. Foreign would be the best base attribute, followed by another that complimented the other party.


Second step, find a mark. Rarely had I used the skill to gather information; instead finding groups or individuals to let me join their party. Although the mentality of those I was looking for didn't center around ‘need cleric for heals’, I’d been around enough people to know how to judge at a glance.


The hour was a little early for finding a TavernBro, so foreign/rambling over drinks was out. I walked through the streets on a slightly varying path to survey a few different individuals. I saw three female and one male disciple who looked like they would be amicable to the foreign/curious combination, and I spotted a magic-user who could be receptive.


Lacking knowledge about the restrictions wizards faced, I ruled against that. Upon reflection, speaking to a member of the church as a necromancer, probably held its own share of risks. I suppose I just judged it less likely they would detect a specific branch of magic, as opposed to them having a system to report rogue mages.


So of the four disciples, I chose one of the females who looked to be around my apparent age, and had dark hair as I did. Stepping through an alley, I magic’d my hair clean and got rid of my scruffy facial hair. Attractiveness is a vague thing, and it’s never been clear to me how to attain it. Still, I realized that my new body would be better off focusing on my now fairly bishounen attributes. 


At the very least, my body was something created with aesthetics in mind. Even with a slightly poor sense of style that fact let me surpass the organically grown.


My hair now drawn back into a ponytail, a style no man here wore, I felt suitably foreign. For good measure I rolled up my left sleeve. Putting on a confused face and looking around quickly as if trying to understand the place, my pace grew erratic.


Third step, enter the environment. Coincidences are not forced, and when something unnatural happens, people become suspicious of how it came to be. The character can't just come ex nihlo, as soon as you step up to the mark.


In places where the disciple could see me, I began asking questions. Simple questions to busy people, so they could answer and brush me off. I exist before we bump into each other, although possibly a rare sight, I am not unusual.


Step four, casual encounter. Crash-into hello and asking a question were both viable options, but questions are a much more common affair. And the more unique the situation, the more indelible the memory. Luckily for me, the busy streets and a lack of glass doors made setting the process up much easier.


“No, please, I only have a few questions.” Standing near the outside of some trinket shop where the disciple was currently browsing, I ‘tried’ gaining the attention of a man carrying a load far too heavy to stop and chat. He spoke only a few dismissive words only barely slowing his stride.


“Ai, yareyare…” Letting out a soft verbal complaint, I let my head hang. Remaining that way for a few moments to regain composure I turned around and started moving as the door to the shop open. With a <Mage Hand> to hinder her dexterity, and the fact I was setting up the farce, to the observer I had stopped in time and the disciple’s fumbling that caused the collision.


“Keh!” Perhaps I shouldn't have set up the situation so eloquently, because my new body was weak. Hitting harder than expected, a few hit points disappeared upon crashing onto the pavestones, and I felt my Stamina enter a non-regenerative state as the disciple knocked the wind out of me with her elbow.


The accursed Level 1 body was too damn feeble! Please pity me, kind disciple, at the very least this pain isn't an act. Even so I must take initiative.


“I'm sorry for the collision…that was my fault in totality.” Apologizing profusely, my dialect slipped a little. Well, normally I take several days to establish a new character, 30 minutes to fully dive into a personality exceeded my skill at the moment.


I couldn't exactly make any movements, being half pinned down. At least I kept her from hitting the ground too hard, that was a fairly trope-like occurrence.  As if in pain, I wrenched my eyes shut and grimaced, listening in on the surroundings. After a brief moment of analysis, I could hear worry and traces of fear in the exclamations.


“Keh!” Only observing for a moment, because the next, air was forced out of my lungs again. It seemed my torso was a much more appealing spot to use as leverage than the gritty ground to push herself up.


Had I chosen wrongly? This was not the act of a considerate person!


“Oh, I’m sorry! Sorry!” Oh, an apology? That’s-
“Ack!” In shifting her hand off my chest, she ended up kneeling on one of my legs. Hit points wasted away as my bones strained.

“Oh no! I didn't mean to!” Is this the clumsy girl archetype? Was that the unknown variable that acted as a force multiplier to my pain? Really, tripping someone already prone to collisions, but how was I to-
“Gah!” While trying to get up, she lost her balance and flopped onto my chest, her right elbow smashing into my face.


Okay, this has to be a devil in disguise doesn't it? For even a clumsy person to repeatedly harm as if it were a slapstick comedy! It can’t be that this would be the only coincidence I can find in-


Crushing half my ribs as she tried getting off of me, I could sense my health had been reduced by one fifth, and my Stamina had fallen to half. She apologized profusely as I shakily began breathing again, working to sit up.


God of Fate, what trials you set before those who trespass on your domain. But this…


This was true coincidence! I had not predicted the archetype of bumbling girl in this situation. Indeed, it became honest as my original plans unraveled, bought with pain, but such a price I am willing to pay. It is a much more entertaining matter to come up with plans on the fly anyhow! Readjusting my character,I rose to my feet, interrupting her apologetics.


“No, it’s alright; the collision was my fault in any case. I’m perfectly fine.” I covered my mouth as I coughed several times. Oh. I seemed to be leaking. Since my hit points weren't decreasing any further I waved it off. 


Taking me to be someone of a realistic constitution, the disciple was rather alarmed. Not that she could possibly know I possessed a body with an arbitrary scaling of health.


“You're bleeding! Oh, things have never gone this badly before. Just hold on, I can fix this.” Moving behind me, she put her hands on my shoulder and began to chant. Despite having never the incantation before that moment, it was easy to tell she recited it perfectly. So she was one of those that were clumsy but highly skilled, it seemed.


“E, we call to you Guardian of Man,

Patriarch who has given himself.
Please lend thy strength once again,    

Sing Tian Meng, sing Tian Meng,
Life beseeches you for Health.”


The translation doesn't really do it much justice, but in Derrian the cadence sounded melodious. For a second, I felt a warm glow spread across my back. It didn't have a great presence, she was still only a disciple after all. Even so, it was a great relief to my injuries.


“Guek!” The sensation vanished and changed lightning spreading across my back. I made yet another strange noise as I spat out half a liter of blood, ruining the tunic I’d been given for the trip. Health dropped by another fifth, leaving me with about two thirds.


If I die from this, it may be my fault, but not due to any miscalculation on my part; this is a total anomaly!


The disciple withdrew her hands, as the crowd around us was beginning to disperse out of nervousness. Trembling like dry leaves in the wind she looked about ready to fall apart, her tone growing more frantic.


“I-I don't know what happened! I'm sorry, but, it’s, why didn't it work? Even if it d-does fail, there shouldn't be re-, any rebound!” Wanting to run, but restrained by the tether of her conscience, she hovered at a distance from me. Things sure spiraled out of control, but it would be fine. I just needed to try and calm her down a little.


“Take a deep breath, I'm not close to death.” My hit points weren't falling but I silently cast <Death Sense> to try and double check myself. “I’m fine, there is nothing wrong with my body.”


“N-no, you really need seen to. A first order disciple or one of the Altar disciples even, you should head to one of the temples right away.”


“I am afraid I do not know the walking path to the temple. This is my first day within Glaucen, so you see. Besides, my body is well.” It wasn't exactly forced, but I ended my sentence coughing up some additional blood. I think she paled more than I did.


“Are you sure? It looks...you really need to go see someone.”


“I do not know how this city heals those who are common. It is probable I will live, so I shall rely on my body to restore itself.”


“I will… take you to the temple.” Breaking under some pressure, she suddenly offered, or more accurately, demanded, to guide me. Why she was so reluctant to take me to the temple when she was so eager to try and heal me earlier was a mystery. Still, progress.


“If you would, then I would be ever grateful.”


The temple reminded me of the Acropolis, containing a great deal of marble and pillars. While the main building looked to be a radiant cathedral atop a propylaea, there were many other smaller, yet no less elegant buildings scattered about a primarily stone plaza. 


In fact what ‘the temple’ seemed to actually refer to was the entire grounds of the religious compound. Each building had a proper name, a sort of architectural nomenclature without translation, while the interstitial space was merely referred to as the courtyard. The courtyard and common church(or Heirga Yoll) were both open to public access, so up to that point, we didn't draw much attention. Well, drew about as much attention as I thought being covered in blood would be.


However, we, or more precisely she, was questioned once we reached the doors to the Varansterm(or infirmary). The young fellow with light hair spoke first, in a rather sarcastic tone.

“Kella, what’s this, you've actually brought one of your victims back with you? Really, you're making him walk by himself; that's quite cruel.”


“Hold your tongue Mans! Watch the door, I'll escort him in.” A broader young man snapped at his compatriot. He glanced at Kella, before quickly looking me over, then back to Kella again. “Go find one of the second order aides. As for you, you've managed to walk here, but clearly lost a great deal of blood. Are you feeling lightheaded?”


“Yes, my mind does feel lighter than usual.” My mind retains perfect clarity no matter what the situation, but I could still feel a difference. Saying there were no symptoms after losing so much blood would be strange in any case.


“What is it that happened?”


“I wouldn't say it was any major event, my luck just seems to have taken a nosediaaah!”


I must have been under some terrible jinx that day, as my head rapidly approached the floor.
            

    
        Chapter 15:In Their Care

    
    
    
    
                Groggily awakening, there were slight cracking noises as the caked blood that bound me to the sheets broke. Flexing my limbs, I thought back to what happened, the floors of the Varansterm were much smoother than the outdoors. The blood soaked into my shoes must have caused me to slip. What a joke.




Oh, I almost forgot what I was supposed to do.


“*This ceiling seems so unfamiliar.*”


“What?” Ah, so a nurse was near my bedside and overheard me.


“No, it was an unintelligent thought, don't mind it.” Really, in retrospect it was a terrible trope for myself. Sleeping under unfamiliar ceilings and open skies were a regular occurrence for me. It might have worked well as a reference, but I didn't recall the lines, and it was too far gone at that point.


Happily, all my health and stamina had returned to previous levels. It seemed that my abstract regeneration from the game remained in play, so to speak. So barring crippling, curse, or disease effects, I would probably be able to recover from almost any injury.


“How long is it that I've been unconscious?”


“Only about an hour. Disciple Dann cast a healing verse after you slipped. I'll fetch him and inform Aide Helena.” The nurse turned and made her way out of the room. 


Laying on the fairly soft cot, I noticed my feet were hanging off the other end of the bed. Wriggling them, they had been relieved of their shoes and socks; the Disciples also relieved me of my tunic, replacing it with a much softer one of cotton. Hoping they were only trying to clean the belongings, I decided to observe the room.


Curiously similar to a modern hospital room, only with pavestones instead of linoleum. Small and somewhat lacking in decor, it felt rather vacant. At least there was a window letting in some natural light. Sliding out of bed, I looked out the window. Second floor, it seemed.


“Are you feeling well enough to be up?” Dann asked, accompanied by the nurse and a woman I assumed to be Helena. Turning away from the window, I returned to sit on the edge of the bed.


“Yes, my physical state has been restored, thank you.”


“In that case, please tell us what happened.” Helena, spoke in a tone as sharp as her features. She would be most quickly described by referencing a Scottish witch that taught at a school for children.


Sometimes I will make you work to understand my references. Don't complain about such a small mental task!


It may have been the stern voice, or that arbitrary paranoia that surfaced on occasion, but I decided to activate <Detect Magic>. Indeed, my directionless suspicion paid off, revealing that I was now under some sort of spell. My magic was at far too low a level to discern what exactly the purpose was, but it didn’t appear malignant. I could only assume it was some sort of variation on a truth-sayer spell.


Ha! I would never have lied in the first place! Elaborate on unrelated matters and only emphasize parts that furthered my own plots perhaps, but never lie. Well, in this particular instance I never planned to lie.


Starting by informing the Aide of my foreign origins(another world), I said that I had been able to find residence in a nameless village for the past few weeks(two, which is still plural). I traveled to the city with a companion to buy materials for the village(Ria in particular) and learn more about the Church(Paladins, and how fast they could kill me). Bumping into Kella after exiting a conversation, I then accurately retold the following series of misfortune.


Garnering pitiable looks from the nurse and Dann, Aide Helena kept a stern face. Hopefully she showed some more empathy towards the wounded, or perhaps she was trying to frighten illness away. As she pondered, I wondered how much autonomy I had in this situation. Did I have to wait for one of them to discharge me? Though I could still gather information from the situation, I’d rather not wait for an extended period of time.


“You said that after she finished the healing incantation, there was backlash?” Her question was rhetorical, even though she paused for a moment before continuing. “That is not something that should have, or be able to occur. Though if it’s that child...even the Flow of Life can be misused, how shocking.

“Disciple Dann, stay by Alric’s side for the moment. Vara Lyssa, go find Disciple Kella and bring her to my office. As for you, young man, we’ll trouble you to stay a while longer.” With that, the old woman turned and made her way out. Dann and Lyssa bowed slightly to her as she left first, then Lyssa and Dann bowed to each other as the nurse, or Vara I suppose, departed.


“Today must have been quite exhausting for you, it seems as though your luck has nearly depleted itself. I don’t see how you managed to survive.” I was almost worried that he had begun suspecting something about me, but the disbelief in his tone was more one of surprise at an unlikely event than of hostility. His words were just a manner of speaking.


“Indeed, these past few hours have had more suffering in them than most of my life. That is all behind me now, thanks to your own healing verse as Vara Lyssa tells it.” Ah, flattery. Dann didn’t actually look to be the kind whose head would inflate too much from praise, but it certainly couldn’t hurt. Best to sow karma when possible.


“Considering your injuries, even I am unsure as to how you are already standing. The first healing incantation can only channel a small portion of the Flow of Life, it should only have stopped your condition from growing worse. Instead you’ve fully recovered in but an hour, despite having been covered in blood.”


“Such wounds do not mean much from people of my country.”At least considering the state of our medical treatment, that level of injury wasn’t worthy of note “Our bodies must be able to be fixed to survive.”


“Yes, you said you were from outside of Derriad. Where do you come from?” Exactly as planned, Dann was curious as to lands outside his own. Truly inevitable, as there were so many nested layers of isolation between him and another country. Even the Brannish, who Castor purported to be the most widely travelled people, were few in numbers within Derriad. Apparently, the nature of the country did not lend itself to foreign exchanges.


“I have never considered one place my home, though I come from near Braan. I have traveled a great deal through my life. Though this is the first time I have come across a town this large in Derriad. It is a strange place.”


“A strange place? Wouldn’t it be you that’s the strange one? No matter where you hail from, I don’t see how that would change Kella’s reaction to you. The strange one in this situation is definitely you.” Dann seemed to possess a very...local worldview. How could you just use one person’s reactions as a gauge for otherness?


“Tell me what would be so inconsistent with her actions. She led a wounded man to a Varansterm, that is only the proper course.” Slowly I worked to move the dialogue towards the attitudes of Disciples and the members of the Church. At least it wasn’t so dull I wanted to hammer the X button, but a x2 speed would have been nice.


“You’re lucky that she decided to bring you in, she’s never brought anyone back with her in the past! To collide with a member of the Church, no matter what happened the responsibility would be yours to bear. Even a Disciple is under no obligation to help a commoner, not to mention Kella. Her kindness must have been stirred by your grievous wounds, and yet you sit here calling them light.” The disciple ranted for a short while, and I didn’t bother to point out the obvious doublethink in that statement. Going the riskier route of questioning the status of the Church members, it would be more likely to lead to the information needed.


“Is this not a church of Life? Power may let one fend off repercussions, but surely those of the Church have some duty to the people. Something must be done for those who grow food and build houses.”


“We already do a great deal for the common folk! Why do you think there are so few monsters in this region? You may possess great vitality, but you would be dead if you encountered any real threat. To treat every single misfortune...sacrifices must be made so that on whole Life may reach greater heights! Wherever you came from, you are now in Derriad, land of the Guardian of Man. You need to understand the true way of the world.”


I held up my hands and gestured for him to calm down. He was getting a bit more worked up over the matter than I had predicted. At least I was gaining a little more insight into how the Disciple, and likely the Church as a whole, saw things. Sacrifice and few feelings towards the smallfolk, dire tidings indeed.


Silence remained for a few seconds as Dann calmed down, before I started the conversation up again.


“Please, I mean no offense. It is just that I wonder how those who live here are treated. What is to happen during the harvest season in this country? The village which has sheltered me is not one of great means. Perhaps the Church is not obligated to help them further, but how much are they obligated to the Church?”


“Just because we do not see to every trouble of the people does not mean we leave them to starve.  The amount we request from each village hardly amounts to three argents per household. Compared to the costs the Church takes on, that’s nothing. On top of that, we send out the greatest members of our order to bless them and their homes. Going that far is already a great boon to them.”


Blessing their homes? For some reason I doubted there were any concrete events that resulted from the ‘blessings’. Being in such a fantasy world, real blessings were no doubt available, but the likelihood that they would actually expend such effort on every village seemed vanishingly minute.


Actually, sending out the greatest members of the church sounded suspiciously like strong-arming the populace into compliance. An argent wasn't as small a sum as Dann thought; his position as a Disciple must have shot his sense of value. With such high taxes, without a strong presence the villages would likely hand over goods worth far less than expected.


Outside of large towns like Glaucen, the lands were mostly comprised of farmers and other laborer a who produced food, for little profit. A family with a good plot of land would take in 12 silvers a year, and while that accounted for standard expenses, it usually ended up much lower due to repairs or bad harvest. Eight was a more reasonable figure.


That’s a third! A third of the peasant’s value siphoned away each year, and Derriad wasn't exactly filled with social works. As for Salt Village who was undergoing hard times, according to Castor they were hardly breaking even. The collective gains of the entire village usually only amounted to half a dozen silver, and when the catch wasn't good would have to dig into their savings. A pitiable situation, but at least the abundance of salt kept them from starving.


“Who are the greatest of your order? As a religious order it makes little sense to rank the members by strength, yet I do not believe you mean to say you send the most pious members to the villages.” Finally reaching the topic I wished to ask about, the Disciple’s expression lightened considerably. His outlook on the group felt naive to me, or perhaps I was just too ready to find the Evil Oppressive Organization. Either way, Dann painted a rather worrying depiction for Ria in tones of admiration.


Paladins were not so much a class of their own as much as a title bestowed upon certain clerics. Not every disciple who showed promise could find themselves leading services, and plenty possessed a penchant for battle(or as Dann phrased it, a dedication to ridding the world of evil). Since advancing their ability in incantations revolved around ‘engraving the scriptures into their hearts’(rote memorization) and ‘growing closer to the divine’(as far as I could tell, endless repetition), unlike stereotypical wizards, they had plenty of time to devote to training the body. 


So many disciples and Clerics were sent out to dispatch rogue monsters; conveniently monopolizing most resources that came from such beasts. After undertaking so many tasks successfully and passing a certain level of strength, the church would find other missions for them.


The details grew murky, as Dann’s position in the hierarchy was low. However the missions the Clerics needed to complete were rumored to be on par with exterminating entire bands of orcs or goblins with only a few companions. Only after several such missions would they be promoted to Paladin. Many would not return from such excursions, but Dann made it clear that no Cleric would think of declining.


The only thing clear to me was that while the advancement to Paladin weeded out all but the elite, they were still rather expendable. As far as I could tell, power ascended the ranks, and Paladins were far from the top. In fact, despite almost even odds of dying, the Church seemed to mass produce them.


Not to say they were weak by any means. Capable of bending iron with their hands, able to run for days in full armor, along with their varying degrees of talent in incantations, many of which revolved around healing and protecting themselves.


As an ex-cleric of sorts myself, going by the tales Dann told they would be around 200 if monsters here were of comparable strength to the ones I knew. Objectively a low level, it was just my misfortune to be lower still. My chances in a fight were slim to none, and would rely solely on striking vital points. Of course since they would travel in squads of six, my chances were nil.


Fighting them was the last thing I wished to do in any case, the inquiry was only in case they began pursuing us for some reason. Bah, already my confidence in healing Ria before the harvest season had vanished. Being prepared was necessary in the situation though, not only did I have a few reservations about the young crone, but the Paladins stopped at each village for several days. Turns out that with incantations to help preserve food, they weren't in any rush to hurry back to the nearest temple with the offerings. There was also the possibility I could be counted as an extra household.


The more he talked, the less I took in. All his words were merely solidifying the fact that Ria could not stay in the village, and that there was little possibility in temporarily hiding her away. Paladins would actually begin passing through even before the date when goods would be collected from the village, so less time still to get Ria into a travel ready state.


Ridiculous, the magnitude of my task seemed to be ever higher as I saw more and more of what it entailed. Dann chatted aimlessly about the heroes of the church, as I tried finding a way through the situation.
            

    
        Chapter 16: Vara Lyssa

    
    
    
    
                No insight as to how to survive in the wilderness for two months near the beginning of winter came to me. The contemplation on the issue ended with the arrival of Kella with the nurse.


Vara. Need to keep my terminology straight, especially since I'm unaware of any differences.


Vara Lyssa looked at Kella while biting her lip ever so slightly. She seemed to be on the verge of chastising the disciple, but a bit pensive of doing so. For the few moments of silence I wondered what Kella’s status among them was; Dann had inadvertently qualified her as something other than a Disciple, even though that was the title Helena had used with her.


Dann broke the silence with an unproductive greeting.


“Kella, you're here! How are you feeling? I hope you don't feel too nauseous.” Disciple Dann immediately went to fawning over her condition, stepping over to her side. Though not making any signs of rejection, his Princess wore a tense expression.


“I think I’ll be okay. But…” Were I a weaker man, I would have drawn close and looked at her with concerned eyes. Thankfully, there was only one Dann, and I managed to keep an incredulous look off my face. Vara Lyssa rolled her eyes at the scene as well, interrupting it to keep Princess on track.


“About the matter Aide Helena sent us here for, Disciple Kella?”Outwardly polite, with an undercurrent of irritation. Idly, I wondered whether the church valued face or honesty more. I was thinking face.


The look Dann gave her said she should have given the Princess more time to collect herself, but the Vara currently faced Kella and the message went unheeded. The Princess herself took deep breaths and seemed troubled to look my way. Eventually she managed to speak.


“I apologize for using the healing incantation on you outside proper...protocol. As a result you required a healing incantation from the temple. I will cover the costs of the treatment.” That wooden and stilted phrasing, why didn't you just say ‘I will pay [treatmentCost] coins for your treatment?’. Anyone could tell you were just told to do this!


Managing to keep my own expression under control, Dann sent a pitying look towards the Princess, and the vara did a slightly better job of maintaining appearances this time.


“I have my health, so all is well. There's really no need for an apology; in fact it was in part due to my own negligence, so I apologize as well.” Something felt lost in the recitation of her script, but there were no clues to work with. A quick glance out the window showed that evening approached, and I had yet to find lodgings for the night. “However the hour is beginning to grow late, and seeing as I no longer need any treatment, I feel like my business here has concluded. A pleasure to meet you Disciple Kella, and thank you for keeping me company Disciple Dann.”


This seemed to be all that was required for the Princess to consider herself dismissed. Dann followed her out quickly, but after stepping halfway out the door, he remembered to bow to Lyssa. He did so in a quick and halfhearted manner, and it was known where the other half of that heart was.


“This is the first time Snowflake’s had to own up to anything.” Lyssa commented casually. Really, this sort of talk seemed quite unprofessional; was the stern attitude of the church just a pretense? She couldn't see through my poker face, but the extending silence must have tipped her off. “You can talk freely with me. My Da was a farmer, I've lived outside the city. It’s not just faith that's put me here.”


“How much...no, why is it you called her Snowflake?” I scrapped the informative question and asked the interesting one instead. Lyssa chuckled.


“Pure, fragile, and knocked about by wind. Though you're a bit more sturdy than a gust of wind. How'd you end in such a sorry state?”


“Just as I said. I suppose my luck really was just poor today.”


“No such thing as ‘luck’. Wouldn't be able to cause that mess even if it were.” She gestured to the blood covered sheets I sat on. “Think that’s what saved you. Snowflake’s never seen anyone that beat up, even I rarely do. Must have stirred up whatever responsibly she's got.”


“Does she...or rather does this happen a lot around her?”


“Nothing so bad as this time, but a broken nose or finger every month or so.” A fiery glint shone in her eyes for a moment “She’s the niece of Cleric Joshua, head of the temple here. Snowflake can memorize the words fine, but can't complete a chant successfully. Cleric Joshua doted on her when younger, and never rescinded his favor even after failing. Besides, not like she's the only disciple out wreaking havoc.”


Her lips failed to enunciate the final sentence, but it was audible nonetheless. If her thoughts were as I thought she thought, then my question wouldn't be quite as risky in this case. The glint of fury behind her azure eyes was not something easy to fake, and unless her actions so far were a mere setup, I could catch the gist of the situation.


Paranoia isn't a defining trait of my personality, but I do indulge it frequently. To clarify my suspicions, I asked a different question beforehand.


“How much would my treatment have cost? And...how much does a Disciple have to spend?”


“One novice incantation for four argents, though special cases like Dann can charge more, around 10.” She smiled sadly as my eyes bulged at the price “Not worth the cost for those in the field is it? Doesn't do too much other than stop the bleeding. You aren't draining Snowflake’s pocket though, even I get an aurum each year. No idea how much her da and uncle give her, but it’s more than you can imagine I bet.”


“Very little falls outside of what I can imagine.”


“More than you'll ever see, then. Speaking of, I didn't see a coinpurse among your things.”


“Most of it is with my companion from the village. The rest’s in the hem...” Bending over, I reached into the inside of my pant leg, grabbing a few coins out of my Inventory. Much safer than a coinpurse. Lyssa nodded at my precaution.


“I'd best get your things then. We’ve talked for quite a while and I've duties to attend to.”


That would have been a good point to segue, but I wanted my shoes on in case I needed to make a break for it. Psh, how much good would shoes do when I was in the middle of a temple? Well, they wouldn't hurt, and if things only went slightly south, I could leave post haste.


The vara returned and handed over the tunic and shoes. They were cleaner than before, but dark red stains were still embedded in the rough fabric of the shirt. An easy enough fix for myself.


“Since you managed to not bleed all over it, we’ll be taking the shirt back. You've ruined enough cloth as it is.” Only half in jest, she complained about the ruined fabric. Standing up and swiftly changing, I looked at her.


“But what if I am able to take care of it?” Lyssa didn't seem to feel a great bond with the Church, so it didn't seem too risky. She was also in a station to inform me how to properly register for one of those haramakis.


She gave me a curious look for a moment. Wizards and that sort probably weren't so common as to be the first thing thought of when mentioning cleaning. Though the ‘Brannish’ accent likely helped her bridge the gap.


“Can you?”


“The merchant that brought me here mentioned in passing magic was regulated. Not knowing what the consequences were, I have avoided doing so.” I cast several successive <Prestidigitation>s to clean the sheets, floor, and myself. “Besides, what I can do is limited to cheap tricks like this. Nothing compared to the mages of Braan.”


Lyssa’s mouth opened and she stepped back slightly, but quickly recovered. Girl really needed to work on concealing her reactions. T’would be terrible if I was exposed through a poor choice in confidants. Luckily her reaction seemed favorable at least.


“Thanks for saving me from washing that. But I never took you for the magic sort.” Again with the ‘don't seem like a wizard’ thing! Are there no magical eccentrics in this world? Or do people think they just sprout up ex nihlo? Crazy archmages come from somewhere people.


“That's why I'm looking to get one of those blue *haramakis*, or would it be better to try and remain unnoticed?”


“I can't say to not get one, but having one isn't the end of it. For someone without much ability, the demands are more stringent. If you don't find your way into the church, you'll end up drafted into the army. And lately war seems to be getting closer.”


“But it’s not immediate, is it? As much as I find peace in the village, I'm still a traveler. By the time war actually comes, I will likely be somewhere the *haramaki* means nothing.”


“It's your decision in the end. Be aware that few look kindly on the bellybands. There's no distinction between yourself and a battle caster. Expect disdain and fear.” That evaluation was quite different than the one I received from the village. Who were the odd ones out? Only break rules when you can properly evaluate the consequences, but finding the rule set for this world made my head ache.


Not that I follow that self imposed rule, but when I can it lowers the chance of being led by paranoia. Then again, dealing with chaos and paranoia were entertaining enterprises in themselves. Probably my favorite things after accumulating power.


“It’s an acceptable cost to be able to use magic once again. I may just be spoiled, but traveling is much more relaxing when you can wash up in an instant.”


“You value strange things.” Lyssa shook her head at my trivial reasons. “I have time off before midday tomorrow. Come to the temple courtyard, I'll make sure you don't say anything too foolish.”


“You have my gratitude.”


“Now go find your companion. You've been gone a while, chatting for far too long already.” Vara Lyssa unfolded her arms and started to make the bed.


“I shall leave you to your duties then.” Giving a slightly tongue in cheek bow, I left. A lot of time had passed at the temple, but despite not conversing with Snowflake, the task at hand had been cleared. 


Though rendered unconscious before being taken to the room, the layout of the building was still easy to intuit. Quickly finding the way out the front door, the guard had changed. They didn't give me a second glance as I made my way off temple grounds.


Unfortunately, as I returned to the streets of Glaucen, I had no direction to go. Corsair separated from me hours ago, and he wouldn’t be looking for me. Pan had given me coin to spend, more than enough to find lodging, but likely not enough to also purchase any potential remedies.


Considering my Inventory would keep any and all items safe and <Prestidigitation> dealt with filth swiftly and efficiently, I felt I could manage in the cheaper part of town. The string of misfortunes earlier in the day also strengthened the faith I had in my body, which was not as weak as fleshy things tended to be. If it came down to it, there was always the option of using more offensive magics.


Before doing so, there was still time to stroll through the farmers’ market. Food acquired this way would end up cheaper than purchasing a meal at whatever hovel I ended up staying at, and Inventory yet again saved the day by allowing me to preserve any leftovers. I allotted 20 cupra to my food budget for the trip, one quarter of what Pan had given me.


While Castor had helped give me a rundown on market prices, he and his merchant contacts dealt in much larger quantities than I could afford. For a meal’s worth of bread, fish, or meat, the prices were 2, 5, and 12 cupra respectively. Vegetables varied from 2-4 cupra, and most fruits were the same; except for one that looked like a bunch of tightly packed, tiny grapes. One wouldn't end up eating a meal of one type though, bread made a portion of most courses.


Still, even if I could live on small amounts of fish and gruel, I was more of a glutton, I needed more fuel. 20 cupra for most was more than enough, but I wanted three meals a day and wanted to be stuffed. To do that I would need to get a good price, but I was new, so I looked around for advice.


(Sometimes it's easier to speak in verse, so long as communication doesn't get any worse.)


As evening approached, the stalls grew more crowded. The background noise rose with the voices of haggling. Bartering didn't seem to be a preferred method of trade, but common among farmers who traveled in from the surrounding fields. Craftsmen, identifiable by their far less grimy garments, seemed to have plenty of currency, and were the primary purchasers of meat and grape-like fruit.


Most buyers started by underpricing an amount smaller than they intended to buy, and the seller worked up the price. In response, the quantity increased and the price ever so slightly went up as well. Though it was clear that the sellers consistently gained the upper hand, while they didn't seem to have a monopoly, the vast majority of them looked to be part of the same guild. It took sharp eyes to notice, but occasionally I caught the glimpse of a tattoo on their left shoulder. The bottom of a sickle and bundle of wheat in front of a sack of coins, symbol of the Carmens Guild.


Thanks to Castor’s advice, I avoided them and was able to get a good price. They didn't make unfair trades, but the Carmens Guild apparently had a reputation for getting the most they could out of a trade. Keeping to more local sellers, I was able to do well. Even divided up among bread, fruits, and vegetables, 20 cupra was a lot to spend all at once on food, and most distributors were happy to make sure they didn't end up with any wastage. In this manner I acquired about two weeks of good meals, minus meat unfortunately.


Discreetly, and I suppose discretely as well, I put the food away into my Inventory while eating and making my way to the shadier part of town. A generous person might call it the old city, the original foundations of Glaucen where the buildings were tightly packed and far more apparent in their aging.


More telling of the nature of the district, were those few who still wandered the streets. Throwing glances over their shoulders, hands moving towards their waist at a loud noise, and many who wore cloaks despite the agreeable weather. Ramshackle buildings rising tall cast shadows over almost every street, where I caught site of the occasional shifty meeting.


But despite the stench and general sense of malaise, it was the city proper once upon a time. Finding an inn wasn't too difficult a matter.


Named Bloody Goblin Ear, I couldn't help but be drawn to the stereotypical adjective-noun naming schema. If the ears nailed on the sign hadn't still been dripping blood, forcing me to time my entrance, I would have been happier, but oh well.


Stepping inside, the floorboards bent slightly under my weight, old and starting to decay. There were strange patterns of mold in the corners, from where the floorboards must have been replaced with less regularity than the rest of the establishment. Not that it seemed to bother the patrons.


What I'd walked into was a combination tavern/inn. A veritable rogue’s gallery for the unsavory to meet with one another and make deals. All manner of scarred and cloaked figures sat with each other sinisterly chuckling as they drank to their future schemes. Such a wretched hive of scum and villainy.


“How much for a room?” I questioned the muscular balding man. 


“15 cupra.” The innkeep responded flatly, not bothering to send a glance my way. That definitely was too high a price for this area. Luckily, or perhaps because I was looking for it, I noticed the glances sent between some of the groups. They each had a representative start playing rock-paper-scissors.


Thieves, please don't act so friendly with each other. This amiable way of resolving things makes me want you to succeed.


“Are there locks on the doors?”


“Aye.” What are you, a pirate?


“Seven cupra, no need for meals.” I set the coins on the table in a very final manner. Or at least, I hoped that's how it seemed. It was still more than an inn smelling of stale ale should have costed, but the man swept up the coins and handed over a bronze key.


“Up the stairs, third on the right.”


He didn't further elaborate, so I immediately headed up to my room.  Closing and locking the door behind me, I went on to repeatedly cast <Prestidigitation>. Satisfied with the lack of filth, I withdrew Hans from my Inventory and played fetch with him. I could say it was practicing my control with nonverbal commands, but mostly it was just cute.


Before retiring for the night, I set Hans in front of the door to wake me if the thieves started knocking on my door. With magic, despite the danger and prior grime, I was at ease and slept soundly.
            

    
        Chapter 17: Riff Raff! Street Rat!

    
    
    
    
                Having spent time unconscious the day before as well as going to sleep rather early, I awoke well rested. Not that such a thing was going to provide me any stat boosts, but I had a refreshing night of dreams that faded into the ether.




Calling Hans to my side he hopped back into my Inventory with a soft pattering noise of claws striking wood. What a cute fellow.


Practicing minor necromancies as I ate, I wondered if there were analogous spells in this world. <Graverobber’s Footsteps> had stealth applications, but as much as the inn needed it, <Disperse Smell> probably wasn't what most spellwrights would want as their legacy.


That's really all I thought about; I eat quickly and the food wasn't exactly something to try and savour. 


With <Graverobber’s Footsteps>, leaving the establishment without alerting any thugs was simple. Funnily enough, it had an ongoing somatic component of tiptoeing around and leaping to random part of the floor.


Strolling through the streets, I had a good feeling that day. There was still an hour or two before I met Lyssa, and after that I would go find Theodore to help out and learn. I could probably give that clumsy assistant of his a few pointers, if not in potions than in basic coordination at least. And there was still a whole day after that before meeting up with Castor! Plenty of time to see new things, do the impossible, find love and the meaning of life, practice filibustering and excessively long lists!


I was feeling quite chipper indeed.


When a young cry rang out and was quickly stifled, I stopped. Glaucen really was an adventure town, with quest hooks all lined up for me. I wasn't about to let ill fortune fall on a child, so I swiftly moved towards the source of the noise.


The streets were still dim in the predawn darkness, and there were few man made lights. Surprisingly there were lampposts, but most were in a state of severe disrepair. After recasting <Graverobber's Footsteps>, I shifted through the streets stealthily. Despite the numerous back alleys, I quickly stumbled across the scene.


Oh this is just terrible. How should I go about resolving this problem?


Within the alley, a lanky man was extorting two street urchins, holding a knife to one’s throat. Without much to disable him in the long term, and <Dazzle> lasting only a number of seconds, I didn't imagine things going all that well. Not that a bit of risk would dissuade me from helping the street urchins.


Available actions, caveats, don't kill opponent, don't draw attention. <Dazzle>, aimed <Magic Dart>, <Mage Hand>, physical actions. <Magic Dart>, while unlikely to kill, would raise the lethality of the encounter. <Mage Hand> would be both weaker than my own physical strength at the moment, tie up mental capacity, and be unable to expend Stamina to increase its ability; unsuited for the encounter. It looked like I would be dependent on <Dazzle> and my own meager muscles. At least the bandit was facing away at the moment.


I wiggled my fingers and cast <Dazzle> from behind the corner of the building. As his grip slackened on the dagger, I gestured towards the kid who was facing me; the one who had been caught noticed the man’s grip going slack and freed himself. Good, I wouldn't have to worry about his neck being slit.


Quickly closing the short gap, I landed an elbow strike on the back of the bandit’s head. Turns out that was all that was needed to incapacitate him. The one who was caught looked surprised by my presence, while the other boy managed to have already disappeared.


Before anything else, I drew in several deep breaths. My attack just then dropped my Stamina by a quarter. Isn't that too much? That cost was steeper than what my old body would pay, and I never really felt like a particularly fit person. At least I'd finished it in one strike, otherwise I would have had to quickly switch to magical means.


“So...whew...was that your...hah...bag of coins I heard jingling?” Taking a few more breaths, I regained equilibrium and asked the boy. The sound of coins on his compatriot was probably what the thief was after, but from the duo’s ragged attire, I didn't doubt that they were of a similar sort. 


“Not mine anymore…” Ooh, ouch. Guess the two weren't as much of a dynamic duo as I thought. 


“Eh, don't worry about it Street Rat.” Stealthily withdrawing from behind my back, I tossed him half a loaf of bread. He caught it deftly, considering my somewhat poor throw. Street Rat’s face lit up, with the face of someone who wants to take a yard when given an inch. But he restrained himself, so I gambled a little. “How many others are you taking care of?”


“How do you know?” His jaw dropped, as I smiled with equal parts magnanimity and mysteriousness.


Hohoho, it seems that Glaucen is not lacking a cadre of orphans. I wonder if Street Rat is their leader. In any case, it would be good of me to help out a little, though I wasn't like certain protagonists that could drown in their assets. 


“I know a lot of things other people don't. Well are you going to answer my question?”


Street Rat looked a bit conflicted at the moment, my appearance was rather sudden. Perhaps the moment of silence that followed was for his own soliloquy. I didn't want to interrupt something important like that, so I gave him some time to think.


“Why do you want to know?”


Hmm, I guess trust cost more than a bit of bread. Especially in these parts, if one didn't have their wits about them, people calling themselves ‘friend’ might run off with a bag of your money. Not that I minded the little bit of suspicion from Street Rat.


Still, I tried imagining the situation of a young protagonist Street Rat running into his Wise Old Man for the first time. Wait, I was kind of bishounen right now though, wasn't I? No, that shouldn't matter. Hmm, I was giving off mysterious and somewhat cheerful vibes, so maybe I should go with a devil-may-care attitude?


“I was thinking of helping out, but it seems even beggars are choosey. If you can just pass up my help, surely you're keeping those little ones fed all by yourself. *GJ* Street Rat.” Without a care in the world, I started turning around. 


Street Rat grabbed my sleeves to stop me. Watch it, the craftsmanship of this thing isn't all that great, I don't want to return with only one sleeve. Well, it's not as if I didn't plan this.


“I’m sorry.” Street Rat spoke loudly, but he definitely seemed apologetic. The sort who ignored his pride for the sake of others? For me, who didn't value such a thing, it was the first thing I was willing to forsake; but coming from this young lad, it was rather admirable. 10-14ish was maybe a little young to be the leader of a group of gakis, although I guess it was good considering the few years of backstory prior to the call to action. “There are 12, or 13 of us, and they need food, but only a couple of us can go out and Rickard never really liked helping out, he just wanted to stay in our hideout, so now that he has money, he'll probably run away somewhere. There's not going to be enough for everyone to eat now, and some of the others are really little and will probably get sick if they don't eat enough, so…”


“*Mother of Run-on sentences!*” I clapped my hand over Street Rat’s mouth. “Take a deep breath, I’m not in a rush kid.” Honestly, if it weren't for the narratively structured events, I would have missed half of that. Although the ‘narrative structuring’ was probably just apophenia.


It’s only tea leaves, stop being dramatic. Next thing you'll be saying I've been hallucinating you all along.


Wait, not the time for singing. Huh? Oh yeah, Street Rat seemed to be trying to get me to follow him. Do I only lose focus during important events? Well, hopefully it gives off an aloof vibe instead of a ditzy one.


“So how have you been getting by, hmm? A dozen little ones is a great deal to care for. I wonder what job pays you an argent per day? That’s more than a Vara makes.” Even the rough math worked out to quite a lot of money. I guess the appetite of 13 people isn't to be underestimated. Pockets probably get periodically picked; or maybe they spread out across Glaucen. The city did seem quite large.


Street Rat looked uncomfortable. It seemed that being a scoundrel wasn't his choice occupation. Probably only steals what he can’t afford, but that's everything.


“Gotta eat to live, gotta steal to eat. You can tell me about it, we’ve got time.” Man, I felt quite melodious. Though given the surroundings I doubted anyone would join me for a dance routine.


Unsurprisingly, Street Rat didn't get what I was referencing and honestly began narrating.


The tale began and essentially ended in one event. The thieve’s ‘guild’ failing to make one of their regular bribes to a set of Disciples. The law of the land seemed to be that of the jungle, and the church just happened to be the apex predator. As Street Rat told it, the Disciples didn't exactly mind who it was they made an example of. His father did relatively honest work in the smithy, though the thieve’s guild did make use of him, and he recycled some material from fences. Even so, he was the one that the Don of the Disciples decided to cripple. The thieve's guild ‘acquired’ the forge, and eventually Street Rat’s parents vanished without a trace soon after. The other orphans were more or less in similar situations.


Through a child’s eyes, it was a muddled retelling, and some of those facts were mere inferences. However it was at least an additional set of data to be used. It also warned of meddling too deeply in the affairs of thieves and the church. Well, I wasn't planning on doing something for a while yet. 


Street Rat led the way to a predictably downtrodden shack. It bordered the nicer part of town, separated by the original wall of Glaucen. Far less imposing, it was still several meters of stone, wholly impassable. In addition, the buildings built along the new road out of the old city cut the building off from the main roads. Only by squeezing through alleys and clambering over a few decrepit walls could one make their way to the hideout.


An Elysium for the unfortunate. Though the wooden structure was rotting, plants took root near where runoff would fall, and the saplings and vines found themselves binding the old structures. It was a strange spot where nature seemed to be eager to reclaim the land. The largest was a young tree, only slightly beyond a sapling, that grew out from the cobblestones of the old street. It looked like a birch with vertical deep gray marbling. About as thick as a thigh, it acted as a centerpiece of the ‘courtyard’.


They may have been in poverty, but at the very least their residence seemed to surpass that of the village. The abandoned area they lay claim to was decently sized, even were it to be divided among 13 children. The Gray-Line Birch sat approximately in the center of the old road that formed a courtyard of about 100 square meters, that of a decently sized room. A full building against the old wall was supported by the new plant life and its remaining supports. Resembling the guardhouses I saw in the rest of the old city, though decrepit it was no doubt sturdy. There was one partially deconstructed house to make room for a new building, but the remnants were still adequately supported and covered. Only the third of the three buildings around the courtyard seemed uninhabitable. A purely wooden structure that seemed to have suffered slight fire damage in a time long past.


As a Mysterious Elder, I took my place sitting cross legged under the Gray-Line Birch. I had sort of arrived without thinking things through, I didn't have anything to give them other than my food. I could skip a few meals, but that wouldn't really help in the long run. Then again, they weren't in a situation where they cared a great deal about the long run. Even if I did give them a day’s respite, I felt I should be able to offer more.


That's the responsibility of Isekai heroes isn't it? To make use of their knowledge and power in a way they see fit? I really hadn't been gathering much momentum in that area, had I, only finding more and more problems to solve. 


Ah, Street Rat seems to have begun the Moot of the Motherless. Although it seems to only be the leaders.


It’s a very balanced party of four. Street Rat, being balanced and leaning towards strength; Little Big Guy, a mighty looking fellow for 12ish; Jasmine, lacking a pet raven, but suitably lithe and agile in appearance; and Cute Girl, who I couldn't peg as having any outstanding physical attributes, so she was probably an INT type, using her innocent visage to trick their marks.


“So you’ve brought me your generals Street Rat?”


“Who is this guy?” Jasmine tersely questioned Street Rat. Hah, she was appropriately suspicious as well. The other two were more reserved in their judgement, but they were still children. Their facial expressions were...child's play to read.


Cute Girl tried her best not to look at me suspiciously, and was probably trying to think of why I was dealing with children. Haha, don't look at me, I just went with the flow. Her ‘nonchalant’ evaluation was obvious to the master of just-coincidentally-looking-in-your-direction. Maybe if your eyes wandered around earlier I would have bought it, better luck next time kiddo.


Little Big Guy didn't make as much of his own evaluation as looking to the other ragamuffins, who were sprouting from behind corners like Easter eggs. Most of them didn't look too nervous, which was a good sign. Little Big Guy in turn seemed more relaxed as a result.


“So you've assembled your *generals* Street Rat.” Unfortunately, I'd not picked up on various military terminologies at that point. Well, even a nurbled speech can still be followed. “Now Little Big Guy, are the little ones all healthy and fed?”


“Uh, yeah. I give them the best bread and stuff so they don't get sick.” Little Big Guy easily responded. He didn't seem to have a great deal of presence, but nevertheless seemed like a solid companion for Street Rat. Like an unremarkable boulder. Sort of like me outside of VR, although my lankier figure was probably more akin to a tree. Point being I felt some kinship with the young lad.


“Are you getting them fish and vegetables as well?”


“Er, no. Kelly only comes back with lots of bread usually.”


“It’s cheaper to buy a lot of one thing.” Cute Girl interrupted. Well, she wasn't wrong, and I doubted that they were very aware of malnutrition.


Wait, how do I know malnutrition even exists? So far things have seemed in line with Underworld of Armok, and dietary variation wasn't needed there. Really my own diversity of food was both habitual and for my palate. Being on the safe side is good though...I need to focus. I'll just roll with the assumption malnutrition exists.


“Then financial *minister* Kelly, how do the funds look in your organization?”


“Why are we talking with this guy Taron? I don't get it!” Jasmine complained and Cute Girl decided to drag her off a little ways.


“Stop it, will you? He’s Brannish, they don't have orphans. They like helping out people.” 


“This is still too weird.” Hey you two. Thanks for the information, but Jasmine, please don't act like I'm going to kidnap and sell you all. Actually, if she held the position of Only Sane Man, it would actually be a fairly viable standpoint. Carry on then, but it does make me a bit sad.


During the time they conversed, I was actually continuing my discussion with Street Rat and Little Big Guy. This is because my ability to observe was not at the same level as children.


“Well Street Rat, do you have enough money to provide for yourselves? Today has been a setback for you. Can you get enough food for them all?” It looked like I was looking intently at him, but really I was listening in to the other conversation. No use wasting his hesitant answer, but Little Big Guy interrupted.


“Taron does his best to get us what we need. Kelly and I don't need as much, there have been bad days before.”


“Hah!” I couldn't help but smile at Little Big Guy’s poor defense. It wasn't as if Street Rat really held any blame here, but Little Big Guy still wholeheartedly defended him. “There’s no need to go hungry today. Ill winds are apt to blow, but there's no need to be so resigned.”


Not doing too much to conceal the void which was the entrance to my inventory, I tossed over some fruit and vegetables to him. If nutrition existed in this world in the same sense, Little Big Guy was the sort to cut himself short first. He needed some variety; the pillars of a group shouldn't be so quick to undermine themselves. to undermine themselves.


I got Street Rat to call out the other little ones, and the locusts devoured nearly all the food stored within. I still saved a meal per day for myself, so it wasn't hypocritical of me to chide Little Big Guy.


Despite them descending on a great deal of my budget, it still seemed like a good choice. They were hardly skin and bones, but not so full-bodied as an average peasant. A testament to Street Rat’s hard work considering the numbers.


I looked up, as the sky was well on it’s way in brightening. Probably not to the point where I needed to hurry, but there wasn't much left I could do for the little ones, and there might always be a distracting matter on my way over.


So while the little ones filled their bellies, I gradually floated towards the alleyway that led to the exit. I waved goodbye to Street Rat and his true companions.


“Bee Arr Bee dudes, see you later.”


Places to go, people to see, and so on. Nimbly(ignoring one or two stumbles) climbing through the streets, I made my way out of the old city.


A/N: Ah?
            

    
        Chapter 18: Looking Stylish

    
    
    
    
                Turns out I wasn't further waylaid. I should have figured, how could more than three noteworthy events possibly happen in any single timeframe?




So the journey back to the temple courtyard was resolved uneventfully. I had to while away an unknown amount of time there, but considering it had been my choice to arrive early, I could only find ways to occupy the time. 


Mostly I spent my time reciting things in my native language


“*Look at this! I mean, look at this! Can you believe I'm being charged 30 points for shipping and handling on one lousy pie? 30 points! I'm incurring a loss on the deal even after rescuing an innocent in distress! And storage fees? Conveyance charges? Drayage costs? How do you get drayage costs on a pie?*”


Of course, being recited in my native language, I wasn't merely performing for those around me. It may seem like I remember a great assortment of things; and that is true.


But I couldn't remember everything perfectly. My mind was a storehouse of copies with originals now forever inaccessible. Without upkeep, maybe I'd forget a line or two over the years, or misplace an adjective. As someone who feel pain at the loss of even the most archaic memes; knowing that even my most devoted efforts would leave me few properly preserved works was disheartening. 


Tomorrow always brings new ideas, and I could really only look forward to finding them. Past or present, I thrived on narratives and entertainment, the loss of my favorites works just brought about a profound sense of nostalgia.


“*...let's be honest, it's a field. Look, do you see another world out there? No, you see a field. Do you see anything non-human? No. And you know why? Because it's a field!*”


“You been waiting in the sun too long?” I opened my eyes to see Lyssa giving me an odd, but slightly amused look.


“No, I just got here.”


“Don’t lie so blatantly. I saw you out here at least half an hour ago.”


“I was just passing the time with old stories. Hardly feels like any time at all that way.” Shrugging then standing, I rotated my shoulders and stretched out my back. Maybe I had been there longer than I thought. “Well, I suppose now that you're here, you can lead the way. I'll be in your care.”


Thoughtlessly I spouted off some light novel-esque lines. It just seemed like an appropriate thing to say, so I did. Lyssa reacted with a bit of an odd face, so there was probably something weird about it. I didn't really care though.


“Registration happens outside the temple. It's only for those not joining The Church. We’ll be heading to a side wing of the Assembly Hall; so don't do anything weird.” 


“I never do anything weird."


“Didn't I say don't lie so blatantly?”


Hey, did I even do anything excessively strange in her presence?


Anyhow, with that Lyssa led me through town towards the Assembly Hall, explaining dos and don'ts on the way. Mostly don'ts though. She repeatedly emphasized not interacting with Disciples; and that went double after getting my haramaki. Snowflake, Dann, and Lyssa were all different than the standard Disciple.


That’s kind of how ‘being and individual’ works, but I acquiesced.


Other than the Disciples, most of the clerks would be low level mages that ended up being press ganged into the service of the church. Such was the fate of most magic users with little to no combat ability. They could be envious of those who retained their freedom, and it was better not to provoke them. Low on the pecking order, it still didn't take much to misplace the documentation for registration.


Then there were guild members; normal craftsmen probably wouldn't act too high handed, but they were the minority in the Assembly Hall. Guildmasters and merchants convened to discuss and seal deals. The church could officiate and use their strength to dissuade any reneging, for a price. From Lyssa’s description, the merchants and guilds were no more merciful in their dealings, they were just smaller. They still possessed far more than enough clout to suppress me though.


Basically she wanted me to not do much of anything. I didn't wish to cause her any trouble, so I resolved to do so. Being registered would let me be more open with my research, and able to use spells more conveniently. Also the blue haramaki looked pretty stylish. So Lyssa took me to the Assembly Hall and I suppressed all singing, obscure references, and most trains of thought.


In a far different style than the temple grounds, the Assembly Hall resembled a Norse architectural style, rather than a Greek one. The foundational level was comprised primarily of stone, but the second and third floors were made of wood, and there were multiple steeply sloped roofs. I wondered if they served vast quantities of mead during meetings. Well, I didn't spend long reminiscing over the old/new world architectural similarities and followed Lyssa.


I'll be brief and skip most of the proceedings, as I wasn't a very active actor in the setup. In fact, the event seemed to be proceeding so smoothly it lulled me into a tired, semi-autonomous state. Manual control returned at a slightly familiar and definitely condescending voice.


“If it isn’t Vara Lyssa and the peasant Disciple Kella thrashed by accident. Considering what a sorry state he was in yesterday, I'm surprised he can move about; unless he got some special treatment. Don't tell me you've taken a liking to this commoner Lyssa, it looks like he's taken one too many hits to the head.”


“*Door Knob?*” Returning from my dazed state I noticed...that guy. Uhh, the blond-ish guy from the door, who was a bit rude. Lyssa may have said not to draw the ire of any Disciples, but it was foreign word play; he wouldn't get it. He also didn't seem to hear me, or deigned me beneath his notice. 


Look down on me? Well just you wait, you arrogant young master; one day I'll con you so hard you spit blood and only smile bashfully in response! Haa~, I don't care that much. Whatever. This is all yours Lyssa.


“Alric has business, and as he's a traveler I am helping him. Disciple Mans, what are you doing? Rare to see you off temple grounds without your associates.”


“It may be hard to understand as a mere Vara, but I don't need to oversee every action of my comrades. Instead it is more strange for you to be with an outsider. Perhaps you aren't so devoted to the Scriptured Doctrines…”


“Disciple Mans, why don't you preach the Doctrines to outsiders as well, instead of towards me?”


“Hmph! Don't take that stance here. This city is entirely comprised of believers already. What’s one more useless peasant?”


“Yaaa~wwwn.” I rubbed my tired eyes. Sure the conversation was a little informative, but it was kind of boring me and I already felt a bit tired. Lyssa also seemed to be at a disadvantage, so I didn't mind breaking up Door Knob’s words with an excessively loud yawn. That was just my normal yawn though.


Door Knob looked a bit irked at my interruption, as if a bit surprised that I dared enter a conversation between Disciples. Cripes, they weren’t some sort of divine beings, their power levels were low even in comparison to what I’ve heard of this world from Ralph. At least going by Lyssa’s expression I hadn’t stepped too far out of bounds, but I should stop before I get her into any trouble. Door Knob seemed to hold a higher position than she did, and I didn’t wish any ill tidings upon my benefactor.


“Let’s leave *Door Knob* be. I’m sure he’s got an important hallway to guard or something.”


Well, having grown up with siblings, trading low quality insults was practically a subconscious reaction. I rolled my neck and did a silent yawn to stretch out my jaw and began to move on.


Apparently this big blond baby took the insult way too seriously and lunged at me. I didn’t bother reacting(too tired to react fast enough), and he lifted me up by my shirt. At least he tried his best. I towered over him by a good foot, meaning he couldn’t get a good hold, and despite my lean frame, I wasn’t all that light.


“Oh no. My shirt has become wrinkly. I admit defeat.” Lyssa looked like she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at my deadpan statement. I may be getting into trouble, but at least I’ll do it with class. Door Knob didn’t appreciate the wit, but also seemed to realize that he couldn’t pick me up and look cool doing it.


“You dare show disrespect to The Church, you ■■? We Disciples are chosen, don’t dare mock me!” I caught sight of Lyssa’s alarmed face as Door Knob stepped back and threw a punch. Hmm, what to do.


Just yesterday, I’d received serious wounds and yet easily recuperated. It might be good to further test out my durability, as well as the fact that physically retaliating could escalate things. As it stood, Door Knob probably wasn’t giving the strike his all, and wasn’t actually dedicated to killing me. With my arbitrary health, Lyssa’s ability to heal, and the two health potions from Underworld of Armok stored away, I felt there was very little risk. Pain is an irritating sensation, but given how I healed, it would be bothersome for a few hours at the very most. In light of these factors, I merely flexed my gut to dampen the blow somewhat and got ready to regain my balance.


“Hrm.” Only a soft grunt escaped as his fist made contact. His strike took about 10% of my health, probably? Error bars of around 5% probably, but not less than 7% damage though. Really, I wish I could read these values numerically. The hit landed below my center of gravity, but moving one long leg backwards let me quickly regain my balance.


I didn’t even cough up blood. How pitiful.


“Ahh. Oh no, I’ve been wounded, let us cede this land to this dragon among men.” Looping my arm around Lyssa’s, I led us to depart from the area while the two seemed a bit stunned from shock “Truly a dragon amongst mortal men. Truly truly.” I babbled on a bit, making it seem as though I was still interacting with him. People have a strange tendency to think of those they are engaging with to be in the vicinity. VRMRPGs really showed this off, I can’t remember how many times people wanted to meet up and share a meal after we partied up. I abused this tendency to let the two of us get some distance without it seeming like we were leaving. It probably also helped he seemed rather stunned. Lyssa quickly brought up why.


“Are you alright? That was a solid hit from Mans, is there anything broken, go lay down somewhere!” The Vara’s face was paling, though considering I was physically leading her through the Assembly Hall it should have been clear I was doing just fine. Eventually she stopped her own steps, and with our arms locked, I was also forced to a stop.


“Sorry for causing you any trouble back there, but I’m fine really.”


“You can’t be fine, you quite literally can’t be fine.” She shook her head vigorously, sending her light brown hair waving side to side. “That should have been enough to knock back even a first-rank cleric, and you did nothing to dodge it!”


“Are first-rank clerics the best of the clerics, or the worst?” This was a bit off topic but a rather important question, though it was doubtful I was approaching the abilities of a paladin.


“The worst, but that’s irrelevant!” Lyssa let out a loud sigh as she lifted up my shirt inspecting my chest for wounds. Through the collar of my shirt I noticed only a very light bruise and brushed my shirt down.


“I don’t mean to worry you, but I will be perfectly well in half an hour at most. Why don’t we go about our business before he comes looking for us?” I tried speaking some calming words, it’s nice for people to worry over you, but if it’s unnecessary it feels a little bad.


Lyssa almost calmed down for a moment before looking around. We were in a hallway heading off to one of the wings, and there was no one else there at present. Grabbing my shoulder, she pulled me down towards her face.


“Was that magic?” She asked quietly. It’s a good thing the answer was no, because she looked rather worried that I was going to say yes.


“No, I just have an odd constitution.”


“I hope that’s true. You need to list the magic you know when you register, with something like that, you’ll be dragged away much faster.”


“It’s not. My magic isn’t anything like that.” It isn’t anything like giving me a body with arbitrarily determined health. That would be quite a redundant spell in-game wouldn’t it? My words seemed to have sufficiently calmed Lyssa down.


Somewhat awakened by the event that transpired, we went on to register me as a mage without any further problems. However as Lyssa stated, I was required to write down the spells I was able to cast. Naturally I wouldn’t be putting down that I could manipulate the dead, and I was also unsure if I wanted to reveal my more combat oriented abilities. So I gave them a mildly abbreviated list.


<Dazzle>, <Mage Hand>,<Prestidigitation>, <Light>, <Flare>, and <Chilling Grasp>. Conferring with Lyssa beforehand, a melee attack wouldn’t be too attention grabbing considering my thin appearance. I also had to describe the abilities of each spell, as they didn’t have any standard of magic, and I listed <Flare> as more of a fire starter than a wimpy flame attack. 


Happily receiving my haramaki, Lyssa wore a sort of helpless expression. A symbol of being bound? Ha! Symbols can do nothing. I can act as wantonly as I wished even if I did wear it(I checked them for magic spells while out in the city). I guess my reaction looked a little too different than that of most mages.


“Shall we go for a stroll before you need to return? No need to spend all your time off just working. Teach this *apostate* about the church.” Distracting her from whatever heavy thoughts she was thinking, she smiled slightly.


“I suppose. Though promise you won’t upset anymore Disciples.”


“I’ll do my best.”


And so we left the Assembly Hall.


A/N:Ahh?


            

    
        Chapter 19: Sunday School

    
    
    
    
                Though I’d spent little time in Glaucen, my ability to pick up patterns let me take in the general concept of the city’s layout with ease. It didn’t take much for me to subtly encourage Lyssa to speak on the history of the buildings, city, and country. The church seemed to provide at least some semblance of an education to those in their ranks, so I was able to acquire a secondhand history lesson.




The city was based on oil production, or stenchwater in Derriad. Derrish? Well it was a portmanteau that easily flowed off the tongue. Although more pedantically it was really in the language that would eventually come to be known as Derrish. Due to the large number of monsters about, and the lack of magic users, fuel for lanterns was in high demand. Old Glaucen sprang up near the oil wells, and enjoyed a long period of prosperity.


“So where is the oil?”


“Near the southern part of town. It gets used in the forged set up there.”


“How did that happen? Old Glaucen looks like it fell apart as a result. I wouldn't think the people there would accept people settling on top of their cash cow.” We were only skirting along the edges of Old Glaucen at the moment; it’s not a place you want to live or visit. There still seemed to be the memories of a thriving town though, it wasn't like some random hoodlums just muscles that way onto their turf.


The culprit wasn't just random hoodlums though.


Fast forward several hundred years, and Derriad was entering the founding stages. Several hundred years? Apparently the centuries passed by with such ease, the error bars were at least a hundred. Sure the lack of record keeping inflated that number, but that's still a long time. After a long period of stagnation throughout the ununified lands that one day would be known as Derriad, upon finishing a central government Levaius began solidifying outposts over resource points. 


Runite takes forever to respawn, you camping bastard!


Ahem.


While this may not have been the best for private ventures, the vertical monopolies in Derriad let them experience almost exponential growth, scouting, discovering and capturing new resource points. Apparently, the borders of Derriad then stopped expanding, as the result of some undocumented treaty between Levaius and the other powerhouses at the time. The fact that surrounding powers had not touched land that seemed perfectly fine aroused my suspicion.


Actually, a lot of this seemed strange. Most of the city’s history related back to Levaius in some way, but the architectural styles varied greatly. Even if he did have an extended life by some mystical means, the pace Lyssa was recounting the story seemed too quick. In fact, most of the events she recounted happened under the oversight of the first Archbishop. Apparently Levaius’ rule ended with a peaceful death, and with that anticlimax, events slowed down.


And when I say they slow down, boy do they slow down.


Now instead of about half a decade between events, it was becoming half a millennia. That’s right, generations came and went without seeing any change. Here is where I couldn't help myself.


“Wait, thousands of years have passed since Archbishop Levaius founded the Grand Cathedral?”


“Hmm? Yes, more or less. The volume of information is so great only the Grand Cathedral keeps proper records. Every other generation the Chapter will report to the Grand Cathedral, and each following generation will receive a summation of the major events in Derriad.” 


No no no, I'm not asking how you've summed up so much time; I'm wondering how so much time has passed! How can you remain stagnant at a single technological era for millennia with so much food? Surely you should be able to support specialists who can produce science. Don’t tell me you left them all as entertainers?


“It just seems odd to me that nothing has changed. A thousand years is a long time.”


“It's not really a long time for a country though, only people. Once the first Archbishop established Derriad, there doesn't remain much for his successors to alter.”


I felt myself going pale even as my frustration rose. Has the very concept of technological progress been lost to the sands of time? Or perhaps it never was in the first place; without an era of enlightenment all nations just settled into a status quo in perpetuity. 


But how could humans be devoid of a will to progress? My hand was clenching and unclenching, crushing an imaginary stress ball. Sameness and stagnation for a thousand years, I hated this sort of thing.


Lyssa wasn't the cause of it all, she just seemed to think that things usually continued as they were. In fact, she was giving me a look as though I were the one acting strange.


Sighing, all emotion vacated me and I returned to my default state; changing to a related topic.


“It could be seen that way. Why is it that the Archbishop lived for such a long time? Has it to do with the Vara’s healing?”


“He was personally blessed by The Guardian of Man. All incantations get power from asking for his benevolence, so in a sense a Vara might be able to imitate a similar feat. Even Disciples who specializes in healing is far from that level of attainment. It takes many years to gain such an understanding of the Flow of Life.”


“So what is that? The mana pool for Disciples?”


Lyssa stopped and turned around in an instant, giving me a harsh glare. Brows furrowed, and quite clearly rather upset, I’d no idea what went wrong. I just stopped as well and put on a confused and apologetic face. “I uh, just meant that’s what you use to actually cast magic, where the incantations are the spells…” The expression she wore was not getting better, so I stopped talking to try and understand more before defending myself.


“The Scriptured Doctrines and Flow of Life are not mere spells and mana. You're lucky I know you are foreign, and will give you leeway this once. But do not speak of the Flow of Life and Scriptured Doctrines in that manner again, not in front of myself or the citizens, and certainly not in front of an actual member of The Church.” We moved towards the side of the street as Lyssa began to explain, but the distance between myself and the Vara had increased. Man, their mana source was pretty important; I'd be sure to speak of it respectfully in the future. “From what I heard, even Braan had followers of Tiassing. At least on your travels, it should be unavoidable to understand how sacred they are.

“The Flow of Life is not just energy, it literally sustains all things. From it, all life comes, and eventually all life returns to. To be healed is to ask the Patriarch to deliver energy from the Flow of Life that was not originally meant for us. The Guardian of Man defies fate to bring us prosperity, but it cannot be used so wantonly. Being a Vara is the first step on the journey to understanding the Flow of Life and knowing how it should be used.”


Ahh, right. In the end Lyssa’s still a member of the religion isn't she? Her words didn't seem to paint the church in a good light, but I suppose that's a separate matter from the religion itself.


I still didn't really get why that seemed so worthy of veneration, but she looked frustrated enough as it was. Casually interacting with people like that is difficult, isn't it? I could only offer my apologies.


“I was unaware of its significance. My knowledge on the topic is poor, and meant no disrespect by my statement. Please forgive me.”


The atmosphere felt a little awkward, but the tension decreased. Haa~, I'm sorry I'm such a gaijin. Even if patterns can be used to predict things, this world is still too new. 


“Going from unabashed to pitiful. You change moods quickly.” I wasn't going for pitiful; what makes you say such harsh things? “Not knowing though—You should be taught. But for you…”


“I am more than willing to try and learn if that is your reservation. It is clear that there is a great deal missing from my comprehension.” There wasn't really a chance of converting to Tiassingism (Tiaism?), but learning more about it would prove useful. Lyssa’s expression also continued to soften. 


“That's good. In three days I’ll have a break. There’s not much time left today.”


“Ah,” I let out a soft interruption. As much fun as town was, there were things to accomplish back in Salt Village. My ride back would be departing before then, and I wished to return at the time I promised the villagers. Even if my magic wasn't capable of much, they all seemed quite appreciative of the mundane utility. My curiosity could wait. “I'm afraid I will be leaving the day after tomorrow. That’s the schedule of the merchant looking after me, and I don't wish to inconvenience him. Why not tell me a little on the way back?”


“Right, you're a traveler. Didn't expect a free spirit would stay.” Lyssa’s lips turned downward into some negative emotion too slight for me to understand “A little can be taught. Hopefully enough to keep from angering others.”


Lyssa sighed and pushed her hair back, and we walked together back towards the temple. She began explaining the principles of Tiassing slowly and rather methodically at first, but accelerated as we went. She spoke rather excitedly, especially if something related to the Flow of Life, and if not for understanding the kind of story being told, I'm sure I would have missed the point.


The lead of the religion, a being at the very least a demigod of sorts, went by several names; The Patriarch, Guardian of Man, Scholar of Life, Enlightened One, Tias. All quite overboard, but considering he was the center of a religion, perhaps not. Except the last, but only members of the church were supposed to use that one. I reminded myself to see if ‘Tias damn it’ was a common phrase.


Tias was not a creator deity. Instead, the Scriptured Doctrines began with him approaching the struggling race called humans. Using his might, he cleared away all that preyed on the humans he met, and healed the injured and sick. He showed no arrogance to the small tribes he traveled among, and acted in accordance with the old culture.


Main Character-Humble Messiah.


Tias did not just baby the humans though. He blessed the tribes and all of their lineage to be connected with him in spirit. Through this boon, humanity became able to access the divine Flow of Life. A gift of a power not meant for mortals. Humans had little ability to control the Flow of Life even after being granted the power, so Tias gave them the Scriptured Doctrines. Not only a history of what had happened, when certain verses were recited, Tias would aid their control over the Flow of Life.


Giving power and always waiting and aware of the incantations to further protect humanity: the Guardian of Man.


Plot-Promethean. 


Ironically, isn't a promethean plot not promethean in itself? What a mess making adjectives related to characters.


There was more to the religion, but only in the details. The short of it being they respected the Guardian of Man for giving them the power to thrive. Insulting his gifts was insulting civilization itself. 


“It’s quite profound. I will definitely return to ask more someday.”


“Unlikely, but I hope so.” Vara Lyssa shook her head “Some act untrue to The Patriarch, but if persistent you will manage. Stay well.”


With that, she returned to the temple grounds and entered the Varansterm.


I stretched my arms and began walking away from the entryway.


Old Tias, you call that a gift? I couldn't help but think the story was true considering how pathetic it seemed. Impotent control over an ability, needing constant assistance to use it? Calling that the underpinnings of civilization was blasphemy to me. Maybe Derriad was just too large for them to realize, but surely those outside its borders weren't surviving by the grace of ‘god’.


Perhaps not everyone is iron-blooded, but such dependency is still not needed to overcome struggles. Not a person in Salt Village could use incantations, and yet they march on through hardship. Ralph and the fishermen collecting food, Ross and Troy securing firewood and lumber, and I'd been told that Ria was fairly successful at creating herbal remedies. Tias’ gift froze Derriad’s innovation, something everyone aspired for, and all other talents were those to merely settle for.


Hoping my assessment was mere pessimism, and that some part of the history Lyssa told was false. Perhaps the church just hadn’t understood their magic fully. Perhaps as a Disciple, she was overestimating the worth of incantations and the Flow of Life. However it was, I headed towards the Alchemist Avenue; to find Theodore, and learn a new skill myself.


A/N: Ahhh!?


            

    
        Chapter 20:Alchemical Foundations

    
    
    
    
                I returned to the southeastern part of town where I recalled Theodore’s shop to be. The eastern part of town held most of the markets, while the south was focused on the pseudo-industrialism of the society. As usual, despite Glaucen being larger than one would expect of a medieval city, I quickly made my way there.


Faster still, as the crowd had a tendency to part before me, meaning no effort wasted on slipping between the occasionally dense swarm of bodies. Lyssa really wasn't kidding when she spoke of the ill will towards magicians. Maybe one in ten gave a malicious gaze, but at least a third on top of that were quick to avert their eyes. It may have been more still in actuality, but I was moving at a good clip.


Reaching the familiar boarded-up store, I rapped my knuckles on the door lightly. Interrupting an alchemist at work would be bad, so it was best to act conservatively. At least such were my thoughts, I had no idea how alchemy worked. Actually, if failure was that volatile, would anyone ever take on Klutz as an apprentice alchemist?


“Er, who’s ther—Aah!” Klutz asked as he opened the door, letting out a surprised gasp as he came face to face with my haramaki. Since he was short and I was tall, the blue cloth stood right in front of his eyes. At his surprise, he stepped back a bit, almost but not quite tripping over his own feet on the way. At least he saved himself last minute by flailing his arms about. “Oh, you...sir? Please…”Klutz had no idea what he wanted to say and fumbled about with his words “Master Theodore, uh, the one who came with Sir Castor is here.”


There were several thuds that sounded from the basement, followed by hasty footsteps. Theodore called out before even coming into view.


“Well don't just stand there, show him in! I can tell you're just standing there with the door ajar again.” The apprentice stepped to the side, making room for me to enter. Not wanting to get him in trouble, I quickly moved over the threshold and out of the door’s arc. Theodore emerged from the basement moments later.


Looking over me, he scratched at his hoary beard. There were a few ‘hrmhrm’s of acceptance; not feeling too troubled, he nodded his head.


“You've gone and registered yourself as a magic user. Those from Braan are more apt to pick up such arts, but why bother? If you're departing for Salt Village in two days there’s little meaning to it. Laying low would have been the path I chose. And before you ask, I am not a mage in hiding.”


What a sharp fellow, I was just thinking that.


“I encountered a Vara the other day, and after chatting a bit she helped me register on better than usual terms. Besides, the band can always be removed once I start traveling again.”


“I suppose it can. It doesn't really matter to me, but Dom is going to end up more skittish than usual around you.” He shook his head at his disparaged apprentice, who hung his head. “On that note, go draw at least 16 liters of water to distill as I speak with Alric.”


“Yes Master Theodore.” Klutz bowed his head and darted off to set about his task. Theodore watched until he left the building with eyes like a hawk.


“The only part of him suited for alchemy is his fine motor skills. If I weren't getting on in years I'd never have taken him on. But what about you? You didn't deny returning to Salt Village in a few days. Do you have questions, or did you plan on helping out until it’s time for you to leave with Castor? I've only ever actually seen Corsair on a few occasions, I'd wager the two of you got separated and you just need to burn time at the moment.”


“That’s a frightful ability of deduction you have there Master Theodore.” I rubbed the back of my head a bit bashfully. Considering how I didn't really mind how things would turn out, that was an impressive deduction of my motives. On the other hand he might be casting out fairly generic statements and letting me interpret them in ways that made sense to me. Or he could be doing nothing and I was interpreting it in ways that were interesting to me. “With my cleaning magic I've somewhat taken up the role of physician in the village for the time being. Learning about the uses of the local flora and how to effectively apply them would be a great help, even if it is just a little. I was hoping that I could pick up a little knowledge by helping out here.”


“After Castor’s delivery is when Dom begins doing more work, so there is time for me to watch over you. You are planning to stay at the village for a while longer at least?”


“I'll be reevaluating my situation around harvest time, but I may return once or twice before then.”


“Given how long the trip takes, you may as well just stay if you plan on coming twice before fall. Besides, it isn't as if Salt Village has much in the way of a harvest.” Theodore scoffed “It would be better if you could return even more frequently, but I can't really be choosey about passing on my techniques. They aren't some grand secret, but most don't seem to understand that even two of the same type of herb can differ in ways. At least the rudiments need to be passed on, even if I can't fully train you.”


Ha? He’s already planning to pass on his technique to me? He even said that it isn't something he felt should be all that secretive and great, but doesn't that mean that this world is lacking in people who understand controlling variables? Man, at this point it was becoming apparent I should probably be grateful the world I landed in had a language in the first place. 


“I'd no intentions of imposing, so I feel extremely grateful for any tutelage you would offer me. I will do my best to understand and preserve your technique for the future.” It really was fortuitous beyond expectations, even if time was short. For I, who memorized thousands of recipes across hundreds of games, even without a cheat skill from a goddess or an eidetic memory, alchemy was a discipline I felt almost assured of at least above average competency. Other than practicing my pre-established skills, since arriving there had been no form of powering up. Even if alchemy revealed itself to be a weak skill, that was no reason not to learn it. 


“Really, stop with the bowing, it’s really too much. That custom isn't typically Brannish; so if it’s just a personal habit, refrain from doing so inside. Putting your hair back is in good practice, but I don't want you flinging that ponytail into any potions.” Theodore put up is wrinkly old hands to gesture for me to settle down. Settle down? I'm way too hyped for that.


“Understood Master Theodore. When shall we begin, and is there anything I need to prepare beforehand?”


“Right now it seems, otherwise you may collapse before I do.” Theodore chuckled and led the way to the basement. “It’s good to have passion, but be sure you don't jitter about as Dom does. Since you picked up learning plants so quickly yesterday, I'll introduce them along with the basic properties of alchemy. I'm sure you'll have no reservations asking questions.”


Removing an earthenware jug from one of the numerous shelving units, he placed it on the heavy wooden table at the center of the room. Lacking in beakers and the like, instead there were cutting boards, knives, and pins of several hues that could barely be made out in the poor lighting of the basement. Taking off the lid, Theodore took out a plant.


By the gods, was it a plant. Green and possessing leaves, this thing couldn't even manage to be the poster child for plantdom it looked so generic. I leaned forward to try and get a better look as the alchemist began his lecture.


“Since you're looking to help Salt Village with this knowledge, I'll begin with the more common plants. As one would expect, something as humble and common as rhuvine holds next to no effect alone. Topically, the sap causes wounds to close and mild irritation. Alchemy is the practice of combining reagents to create useful potions and ointments, occasionally solid medicines as well.”


“Is there a theory behind the results of the mixtures, or is it entirely based on experimentation and refinement?”


“A question right after I define alchemy...Well, it is a good one.” Theodore gestured to the implements of varying colors. “Most potions are refinements of those discovered in the past, however there are a few theories that I've heard from other alchemists. Some say it has to do with the reagent’s affinity to the Flow of Life, while a sorcerous contemporary once stated it has to do with something called elements and their balance. 
“Though there are effects if incantations are used on ingredients, the latter also shows effects. These different boards are made with different materials that according to the mage are comprised of different elements. It took many trials, but certain ingredients and potions can become more effective using different boards.

“However it seems elements aren't the same among plants even of the same kind, which is why I so greatly stress controlling the factors that can influence them. I'm not knowledgable on the topic of elements, nor am I in contact with that mage, and as such I constantly discover new sources that can affect the potency of the resulting mixture.”


Nodding along I wondered what exactly elements in this world were. Depending on the answer, it stood to reason that using magic might be able to create elements to help refine the alchemical process. Did elements compose objects like, well, elements, or were they more supernatural in nature? Though if they were a normal part of this world, then they didn't really qualify as supernatural.


“So the board to be used depends on the potion and the ingredient?”


“Correct, though in this case all of rhuvine’s products that I'm aware of use this brown cutting board. Now, to properly prepare it. Use the sticks with the curved ends, the same shade as the board to hold the plant down, the less you touch it the better. This isn't a good batch, so it doesn't make much difference if I hold it, but you should get into practice.” 


“Where am I supposed to hold it? You didn't say what part was being used.”


“The whole thing could be used, and in fact that is what most do to avoid waste. But adding too much to certain potions will cause an extreme increase in the irritant’s effectiveness, and the amount of power contained in the leaves is highly variable. Cut off the end of the vine where it begins to taper off, usually about six leaves down. If you're unsure, cut off more. Then strip the leaves off from the vine, it’s best to cut from the side to not sever the main stem or strip the outer layer…”
It didn't take too long of a time, but it was delicate work. Green stemmed plants weren't all that resilient, and my fine motor skills were more in the fingers than wrist. I gained a bit of praise for handling the tongs(they were basically chopsticks with a tiny spoon-like end), but they were held left handed, so my skill must have only been relative to Klutz.


About half a dozen rhuvines were used in my practice, but Theodore assured me that they would still be usable. The effects from a slight mangling wouldn’t have much effect on such low power/low quality herbs, which was the reason he chose them for practice. Apparently few resources would be irrevocably destroyed after making such mistakes, but considering the costs of the higher end materials, even a simple drop in quality was avoided with great care. 


After satisfactorily completing the processing of several more rhuvines, and beginning to reach perfection of the admittedly easy task, Theodore had me move on to the next step.


“What I’m having you make now is the Callus ointment, as it is easy to mix, and contains several different types of ingredients. It has a moderate healing effect, and makes the skin it’s applied to slightly tougher. The two primary ingredients are the rhuvine and rock nuts. When put together, the irritation of the rhuvines and the sluggishness of the rock nuts disappear. After mixing into a solution of purified water and shade bean leaves, it takes time to set. The process can be sped up with flame, but I do not use that method if I am to sell the product. We’ll use it today, since you won’t be here for long.

“Processing the rock nuts is a bit on the difficult side, and these old hands are a bit too shaky to demonstrate properly. Once Dom gets back, I’ll have him show you how it’s done. For the moment, I’ll retrieve the shade bean leaves.”


Theodore meandered between the sixth and seventh racks lined against the west wall. Crouching down, he picked up one of the wide pots near the wall, practically the farthest from the faint light coming from upstairs, and outside the range of the weak lantern that hung above the work station. Not a surprise that the shade beans should probably be kept away from light to retain their potency.


“Again, the shade bean plant is somewhat common and cheap to purchase, but my suppliers come from a farther distance than the backyard rhuvines. They’re getting on in age making them less effective still and more fragile to mistakes, but it also doesn’t matter if you use up a great number of them.
Since they’ve been here some time, the leaves have already been separated from the beans, so you won’t be able to practice that process; keep in mind that the beans are far more sensitive to outside influences. It’s best to keep them in the seedpod, and work in as close to darkness as possible with the proper tools before storing them.”


“What tool is best for the shade beans and their leaves?” I asked. The brownish cutting board went with the normal plant, but I felt as though a more shadowy material would be best suited to the shade bean leaves. “And how is it decided what tool to use on each ingredient?”


“It’s best to judge based on either the effects of the compound or ingredients, but some experimentation is needed to figure out which. Strengthening and healing properties are best used with brown, resilience to harm and disease uses blue, and if the components vary or the effect is an extreme change use red. When in doubt or using exceptionally sensitive materials, such as the shade bean, go with blue. You probably won’t have access to such a variety of implements for some time though. They usually aren’t comparable to their more mundane counterparts in utility, so they’ll need to be custom ordered.”


“Er, how do I know what they’re actually made of though? I doubt that any material of that color will do.” Theodore was right, my pockets were hardly deep enough to afford food, much less buy a masterwork alchemist lab for a measly +2 to my skill check.


“There are several oils you can concoct to test the affinity of a material. Save it for a later time, the shade bean leaves should be done before Dom gets back here.”


Under Theodore’s instruction, I used the blue tongs to pluck leaves from the pots before cutting away the veins of the leaves. They held more variance in potency than the stem of a plant, but less than the rest of the leaf. One could just use the main vein along the leaf, and leave the rest for less standardized quality potions, but Theodore required my to practice my scalpel manipulation skills. Diligently, I worked to remove the skeleton of each tiny and fragile leaf.


I suspected that many alchemists suffered from carpal tunnel, and that I needed to find the funds to afford a healing incantation for my wrists every once in a while.



A/N:Ahhhh!
            

    
        Sidestory 20.1: The Pleasant Peasant

    
    
    
    
                The sun beat down on the backs of the farmers, with not a cloud to spare them in sight. The fields were still in the midst of growing and lacked shade, but the soil still felt damp. That at at least was a relief, as it meant the harvest was in no danger. One of the farmers in the expansive fields to the south of Glaucen felt quite appreciative of his expansive leather hat.




Johon stooped low as he moved up and down the rows of crops, searching for weeds to remove. He wanted to be done as quickly as possible, but knew he couldn’t afford to let anything take root, so to speak. Spadegrass was enough of a pain to remove when it was a single patch; if it spread, it would be easier to just burn a quarantined section of the field. Johon had no children, but taking the hit as taxes were on the rise would never turn out well. His wife spent most of her time nowadays drying out beans for long term storage. 


Reaching the end of his fields, he sat on his knees and asked for benevolence from the Guardian of Man. His wife sighed at dirtying his rough trousers every day, but their prayers had yet to fail them. They scattered two bushels in the field every year to return it to the Flow of Life, and their fields had always grown well. Despite that, the rest of the villagers didn’t think highly of Johon’s practice. It didn’t go so far as hostility or ostracism, but there were remarks about his impiety, though he went to services more frequently than any of the others in the village.


Walking back to his house, he went out of the way to pass by the leatherworks. Golmen was probably the reason he got off so lightly in regards to his odd method of practicing the faith. The aging craftsman was one who returned hostility with hospitality; something that intrigued Johon. Of course, the bean farmer suspected he might be a heretic, but he acted so different altogether that the matter was secondary.


“How be you, Johon? Be the hat still sturdy?” Golmen flashed a smile full of crooked teeth upon noticing his approach. His enormous hands continued shaping the leather he held. Johon tapped the floppy and broad brim in response.


“Keeps the sun off me quite well, your work is masterful Golmen. I've already gone through my fields, is there anything you'd like me to get from town?”


“If I trouble you, it would be to pick up Honeydew petals from the Pill Kings.” 


Johon responded slowly, as he tried figuring out that had just been said. The leather worker’s speech was broken and used his own unique terms for things. Despite having lived in the village for decades, he never got any better.


“I can do that for you, it would be no trouble at all.” Golmen smiled and handed over four argents. A large sum, one that would leave very little for savings after taxes to the church. However Johon’s face remained steady, as this wasn't the first time this request had been made.


Though Johon didn't feel particularly close, the act was one with a good amount of trust from Golmen. With such a large sum at risk, and already experiencing the disdain of the village, he wouldn't have much chance of recourse even if his request wasn't followed through. Except for when Clerics passed through, there was only the common law of the village.


And in Derriad, altruism was not something that is expected; especially from those lower in status. Johon thought that farmers could afford small kindnesses to others, but that was not the prevailing sentiment. Instead, it was a favor for a favor, and you could only depend on yourself and those you trusted to mete out justice.


Johon did not share that interpretation of the Scriptured Doctrines however. Receiving the sum, he headed towards his own home before setting off for Glaucen. Familiar with the architecture of the city, it was easy to tell that his house was lacking. Johon’s house, and indeed all those of the village, were incomparably simplistic and Spartan. Even so, it kept out the wind and rain, and was sturdy in its construction. Size didn't matter, they were only two, and Johon felt satisfied as things were.


“Anna, are you in? I'm about to go purchase the fruit for this week.” Sitting down in an old wooden chair, he began changing into a second pair of boots. “Golmen asked me to pick up some herbs for him again, so I may be a little late in returning this evening.”


Anna showed herself shortly, wearing a somewhat displeased expression on her face. Her husband just smiled idly back at her, ignoring her displeasure. She could only sigh.


“I know that he’s been quite generous in his dealings with you, but remember that the others in the village don't feel the same way. I won't say never to help out, but please keep their opinions in mind.”


“Don't worry Anana dear,” Johon stood up and pulled his wife in for a kiss “I make my visits brief, and as much as they may not like him, I have faith that they are good people at heart.”


“How could you possibly tell such a thing? Not that I dislike them, but you trust other people too much.” Anna leaned against Johon for a while before eventually separating. “Well, be on your way now, I want you back by evening if possible. Remember to look around before buying, and make sure you get a good deal. We need to start saving for the upcoming years.”


“As you say, Anana dear.” Boots on and money tucked away, Johon kissed his wife once more before setting out on the road.


Johon’s village was in sight of Glaucen, if only barely, and it didn't take long to travel there. Being closer to the city meant the roads were in better condition, and the land around was entirely covered in fields. Vast fields of crops separated by dilapidated stone fencing demarcating properties. The boundaries had been in place since time immemorial, the plots of land passed through families for generations. 


The farms were packed together, and smaller than the limit of a farmer’s ability to care for, but these fields were created with the intent that they would never be underutilized due to a lack of manpower. Johon heard that further away from Glaucen and towards the forest, there were no boundaries, and one could work as much land as they were able. He'd never seen such a place with his own eyes though, his whole world consisted of his village, Glaucen, and the road between.


Every time Johon reached the massive walls, he felt an incomparable sense of awe. His reverence towards the Patriarch was unmatched, but this was a different sensation altogether. More than a dozen times a man’s height and two wagons could sit in between the two sides of the wall; the sheer size was something he could never get used to. How was it even possible for such a thing to be built in the first place? Where did all the stone come from? The sermons of the Church taught that power was to be respected, and Johon could only lower his head to what was undoubtedly the center of the world.


Even if he was told by the Clerics during service that there existed an even greater city in the heart of Derriad, it was impossible to imagine. It couldn't be much grander than this bustling place. There were more people on a single street than in the entirety of his village, wouldn't it be impossible for a place to fit even more people?


Still feeling residual awe, Johon made his way through the streets towards the center of town. That was where the most grocers went to sell their food, close to the residential district, but not too far from the east where merchants did their business. It also happened to be where Philip sold his fruits, and Johon had made a promise to always give his goods the first look during his trips.


“Afternoon there Johon! You're here a little later than usual, but don't worry, I have some rimets and mellets set aside for you.” Philip called out to him over the bustle before he’d even seen the fruit farmer. 


Philip was of average height, but his bright green eyes were incomparable. He claimed to be able to spot and identify pests on his crops from across his orchard. Claiming such a thing led to some initial skepticism on Johon’s part, but as time passed, he continued to demonstrate his ability to spot things that would escape a normal person’s notice.


“Good afternoon to you too Philip. I take it that means today has had more customers than usual?” Johon idly looked over the skins of the rimets and mellets. He knew Philip wasn't the sort to intermingle any bad crops in with the good, and wouldn't miss any signs of damage either. However if he were to just take what was set before him, they would have no time to chat at all. Well, they caught up more thoroughly after service, but having a small chat once in a while was good as well.


“It sure has been, which is a relief! Inny’s expecting around just before the Paladins come by; Thank The Patriarch this year's bounty has been so good. I'm out dawn till dusk making sure those trees produce all they can. Even with the taxes, I'll make sure my kid gets to eat meat every week!”


“That's an ambitious plan for your son. Let me buy an extra two rimets to support that.” The cost of a rimet wasn't much in comparison to meat, but they'd been having this same back and forth for months. Philip had been getting more and more excited as the day drew closer, and Johon shared in the joy.


Johon was broad and sturdy, Philip was lean and agile; Johon used a subdued tone when talking, Philip couldn't help but call out forcefully; Johon sat at the edges of his village, where Philip was the head of his. The two hailed from opposite sides of Glaucen, and only met each other during a service by chance. Yet somehow despite having no other interaction, they came to be best friends.


Few people developed such confidantes in their life. Most felt that there would be no need for a farmer to form such a bond with someone, their work didn't involve anything that required a trusted partner. For just a chat or companionship there was no need to become so invested in one other person. 


The Guardian of Man gifted humans with the ability to access the Flow of Life so that they could come to rely on themselves. The goal of life should be to become independent, and use your remaining strength to support humanity as a whole. If there is excess to support your neighbors, then instead you should support the Church. If your neighbor cannot be strong on their own, then someone stronger should take their place in society. For those such as farmers, friendship should be seen as a waste of effort, there were always things to do in the fields.


Johon didn't say much against this line of thought, but to him it was too lonely. To him it seemed to foster more suspicion and division than unity and strength. His village, and apparently many others saw friends as something like merchant contacts to trade with. The thought wasn't ubiquitous, but for someone with an altruistic soul like his, to see people suppress their inherently good natures was saddening. Without a close and kindred soul, they would undoubtedly lead a lonely life, and not reflect on their ways.


Meeting his wife and Philip was a blessing from the Enlightened One. With their presence, he felt clarity unlike any other. That was why he felt able to challenge the interpretation of the Church, if only in his own home. If only others could feel others as he did, perhaps they would understand that such callousness was not the way of humanity.


A/N:AHHHHH!
            

    
        Chapter 21: Fellow Apprentice

    
    
    
    
                Under a gentle taskmaster, I processed the harsh task with incomparable swiftness and efficiency. At least, I wish I could say such a thing. However my ability was not totally lacking, and a pile about 100g sat on the table.




Though my body was different, I did have some experience in the realm of manual dexterity. Parts of my job that couldn't be done by emulation meant that I'd been able to gain access to replica gaming consoles, keyboards, and handheld devices. They're clunky devices at first, but after a while you realize that it's your own hands at fault. Not a good sensation at first, but in short I had experience training my fine motor skills with unfamiliar tools.


A bit of theory and memory goes a long way, but it still doesn't catch up to those skilled in the field. The progress made still hardly scratched the surface of the shade bean leaves Theodore brought over when there was the sound of the door upstairs opening.


It was a rather heavy set door to be able to hear it from the basement, wasn't it?


“Bring the water down here!” Theodore shouted up before turning to the racks of materials. He picked the next play from near the floor, but other than that there were no other clues to discern the reason for its positioning.


As he did so, Klutz came down the stairs with heavy steps. The construction of the building seemed quite sturdy on whole, as even under the weight of the apprentice and water the boards of the stairs refused to deform.


Oops, I got a bit distracted and messed up the leaf I was working on. Oh well, there were plenty more.


However, I didn't stop being distracted by my senior apprentice. Compared to these leaves, trying to get a better sense of him was of much greater value. Hopefully that isn't too disparaging a statement; there was vast difference between the value of the two. 


It was lucky that I did so, as it let me notice when Klutz’s foot landed on the edge of the stair, past the center of gravity. My <Mage Hand> wouldn't be enough to stop him from falling, and the sudden support from it might unbalance him, so I opted to lift the water that burdened him.


“Oi!” There wasn't time for a full warning before Klutz tumbled forward. His legs wildly flailed catching two more steps on the way down before landing on his hands and knees at the bottom. Made of packed dirt, it probably hurt, but wouldn't have been as bad as say, having someone pile drive you into some flagstones.


“Look out.” I finished a bit lamely.


I gave it my best, Klutz-senpai. Please don't look at me with such hostility.


It took a moment to realize what that expression he wore was. Those narrowed eyes and reserved posture, not a look familiar to me, but I did remember it in my past at some point. He averted his eyes, wiping his hands on his pants as I kept thinking on what that reaction was.


“Gah! Should it be these old bones be the ones carrying that water up and down?” There was a clatter as Theodore set down the newest jar down with more force than usual. From the sound, I correctly predicted their contents to be the rock nuts. “It's lucky for you Alric is a Mage, and a quick one at that. Else you'd be soaked and heading out for another run. You can float those to under the table for now.”


As Theodore chastised his apprentice, I nodded and did so slowly. The weight was likely close to what the spell could handle, and as such was harder to control. The increase in difficulty was similar to how it was more difficult to move your own arm when carrying something heavy, except since the process was mental it also meant reaction times were slower. The lack of sensation also made it difficult to adjust the required force needed to keep the load stable. Well, in the end it was still just carrying some water and I did it easily.


“I'm sorry Master Theodore.” 


“You should have actually thanked Alric as well. No matter, there’s actual work for you to be doing now. Since you are surprisingly capable at processing rock nuts, I'd like you to show Alric how it's done.” By words alone, one couldn't tell if Theodore meant Klutz showed surprising skill, or it was surprising he showed skill. From what Theodore told me earlier, the first applied, but his tone clearly implied the second in this situation.


Since I was paying much closer attention than the alchemist, I caught Klutz clenching his teeth. Given how little Theodore thought of his apprentice, it wasn't really all that much of a surprise; perhaps there was some hostility due to how differently we were being treated? Neither could really be faulted for their positions though. Klutz was clearly showing himself to be one, Theodore’s dislike for what appeared to be a constant stream of mistakes couldn't be condemned in a profession such as alchemy. His opinion of Klutz in turn was enough for the favorable treatment to me to be a slight. It was understandable on both parts, so I couldn't think less of either of them.


Though it would be nice if Klutz weren't to act so hostile, especially right after helping him like…


Wait.


Information available to Klutz: I could use magic, and was interested in learning alchemy. In the situation that just transpired, I responded almost instantaneously, and he suddenly lost the weight of the water across his shoulders. 


Along with the tendency for people to attribute their mistakes to external factors, and that look of hostility...don't tell me…


Evaluating things from his perspective, I then figured that he thought I was the one who tripped him up. It wasn't concrete as to what end, but perhaps he thought I wanted to replace him as apprentice. There can only be one—don't be silly, it's just a little alchemy. The craft was quite interesting to me though.


Klutz stood at the table with reluctance written all over him. He was at the end, equidistant from where I and Theodore stood, apparently not wishing to be by either of us. Preparing to start the demonstration, he reached for the brown scalpel before being stopped.


“You've prepared enough for a few tries, hand the blue knife to Dom. Use the brown one yourself, this is your training after all.” Klutz hesitated for a second before rigidly accepting the scalpel from me. Then taking one of the rock nuts that resembled a gray nectarine pit from the jug, he began as Theodore began lecturing.


“Pick up one of the seeds yourself. Rock nuts are fairly resilient to change, but I've done some experimenting, and it seems like they aren't totally immune. Still, they are one of the few materials that can be handled a bit less cautiously. Now as for the rock nut itself, it's an odd plant that is true to its name. Growing near mountains and other large formations of stone, it usually appears as a normal rock. They can also be found in gravelly creeks underwater, apparently unaffected. While they have a fairly unique appearance, it may be easier to find in the future if you know that it grows in odd numbered clusters along vines of the same color.

“The best way to determine the strength of a rock nut’s effect is it’s shade and gloss.  A darker shade means more potency, and it increases with the age of the plant. After being harvested, they lose power and lighten, but it takes months for any noticeable effect. More gloss means the nut has a higher potential and will mature on the vine faster as well as lose potency slower. This increases the fewer on a vine and on those found underwater. However take note that some of the excessively glossy rock nuts actually become lighter with age, some reaching an almost white color.

The gloss works as an excellent insulator for the power of the rock nut, but is detrimental to the Callus potion. Dom is currently working on removing that layer.”


The gloss over the rock nut was a sort of transparent glaze, and harder than I expected for an organic material. With the name of rock nut, I probably shouldn't have been as surprised as I was. More surprising than that, Klutz really did live up to the praise Theodore rarely gave him.


Flowing along the ridges and deep grooves, Klutz acted with deftness as though he were just peeling a lemon. A transparent layer about a millimeter thick fell to the table in long, thin strips. The scalpel ducked into the crevasses and back up as if unobstructed, and though it took all of Klutz’s attention, he didn't seem particularly strained by the effort either.


“Now there are three layers to the rock nut. The gloss, the shell, and the meat. The gloss is as you see, it is rarely used in alchemy though, and for some reason tends to vanish once removed from the shell. The shell is what is used in the Callus ointment, and makes concoctions including it sturdier and more firm. For the Callus ointment, this is the most important ingredient. The meat of the rock nut is the most unstable alchemically, and loses potency quickly unless stored, in which case it will weaken more slowly to a certain point. Luckily it remains relatively stable within the shell. Except for the extremely dark and light rock nuts, the meat is edible. Since we won't be using it, and I don't expect you to be able to preserve the meat your first time you can try some. It can be a bit bitter, but is quite satiating.”


The lecture ended for the moment as I observed Klutz at work. After fully removing the gloss from the shell, he wedged the scalpel in one of the edges of the shell before giving it a half turn. Given how hard the exterior was, I was almost sure that such a thin blade would suffer, but it seemed to pry open with ease, splitting in half. The meat inside was a cocoa brown hue instead of the gray of the shell. As Klutz picked up the tongs, he used the tiny spoon ends to remove it all in one go. As smooth as a ball bearing, the interior of the shell only had several fibers remaining which were removed quickly.


“Well done Dom. Now Alric, time to give it a try yourself. Be sure to watch your hands, it can be hard to get a good grip and blood ruins the shell.”


Since the process took an excessively long time (about 15 minutes), it will be omitted. While I luckily managed to keep from cutting myself, from hands on experience I learned it wasn't so easy to only remove the gloss and not the shell. A little off it wasn't the end of the world, but once again it would degrade the quality and create unnecessary variations. After finishing the first step to the best of my abilities, I turned the now notched nut over on its ends. On one there was a small circular distortion, likely where it grew from the vine.


Strike its weak point for massive damage!


I too was able to effortlessly split the shell. Scooping out the flesh of the rock nut with more ease than expected, I gave it a taste. Like its color it tasted reminiscent of cocoa, and was bitter like unsweetened chocolate. Not bad for a possible survival food.


As the process took quite a while, Theodore didn't give a whole lot of trials for practice runs. We quickly proceeded to the next phase, the distillation of water. That process was fairly mundane, simply purification through evaporation.


“Now we are about to enter the final stage, combining the ingredients. Let me go and retrieve some vials for you to use before we begin.” Theodore put us on hold as he made his way upstairs. For someone who repeatedly called himself old, he acted pretty spry. I wondered how old he was in actuality, there were fewer hours in a day here, but I doubted the timekeeping of this world varied too much from my own. Its magical nature might even mean people who looked my age could be older. That could just be man’s natural desire for longevity hoping aloud though.


So the alchemist left only myself and my senior apprentice in somewhat awkward atmosphere. Klutz was doing an impressive job of keeping his tremors from affecting his work, a truly admirable skill in processing. Wait, the target of nervousness is me, isn't it? Please, you're making me feel guilty.


I tried to break the ice by starting some conversation.


“So, for how long have you been working as an apprentice to Master Theodore? Your ability to shell the rock nuts is quite impressive, you must have worked hard to develop your skills.”


“Six years. Don't think...you can't expect to surpass me so quickly. Even if Master Theodore sees your skill, I work as his hands; I won't be thrown out of here so easily!”


Orz, what’s with this resolute confrontation? Now that he wasn't working, his shoulders were shaking and his gaze filled with fragile confidence. I need to do my best to calm this situation and clear up this misunderstanding.


“I'm really not trying to sweep in and surpass you. My only goal is to help the people back in my village, and Master Theodore is kind enough to teach me despite my short stay. I'll learn what I can and be off, you can remain as his official apprentice.” I tried throwing in something in case the misunderstanding was about a tradition of only having a single apprentice. But the look changed from one somewhat fearful to one I definitely recognized.


That grimace when I ditched a party under threat of a TPK, the anger when I refused to rez someone, and the infuriation when I readied my holy sword to face off the remnants of the party. Raise your arms, \[T]/, and feel alive as you watch that kind of face come after you.


The feeling of someone looking down on you, and knowing retaliation is all but futile.


What sort of persecution complex did he have to get that kind of feeling from my words? I really am trying my best to be friendly. Other than your terrible gross motor skills, there's nothing to think ill of you Klutz!


“Really, even if Master Theodore thinks I have some talent for the art, I don't have the time to explore it fully. I’m just dabbling, and be on my way before long.”


“Alchemy may not have been the path I wanted, but it's what I do now. Looking down on it and the practitioners, you'll never get anywhere.” Klutz muttered under his breath. I held in a sigh, don't waste such a cool sentiment on a misunderstanding.


Resigning our relationship to the sidelines, I hoped it wouldn't deteriorate any further. The silence reigned until Theodore returned with some containers, and I readied myself to finish my first alchemical concoction.


A/N:AHHHHHH!


Pol results come into effect after chapter 38(what I'm currently on), but it's not like many of those are alchemy chapters, maybe 2 more detailed ones.
            

    
        Chapter 22: Success! Beginner Tier item GET!

    
    
    
    
                “Now time to bring it all together.” Setting half a dozen smaller containers on the table, Theodore swept them to the side and brought a beaker to the center. “I've told you of the properties of the ingredients so far, but we only now reach the true process of alchemy. The art of balancing our reagents. Take a guess as to how we should proceed from here.”  
 “Master Theodore, I'm fairly sure I recall you saying that it takes generations to create and refine alchemical formulas.” That grin of his he was wearing was far too smug. I guess this is what I get for being so adept at the theory, I've played too many games with lore integrated crafting to pass up the challenge though. “But since it isn't like I'll lose anything, I'll give it a shot. However, please refrain from laughing in case I say something foolish.” 
 Alchemy, the art of mixing and balancing the effects of ingredients. Chemistry by another name, most likely. Since the test was purely theoretical in nature, and I would be given the answers afterward, I allowed myself to make the assumption that the disciplines would be similar enough. 
 The final product, Callus ointment. It strengthens the skin and has a mild restorative effect. The restorative effect comes from the rhuvine, while the toughening effect comes from the rock nut. Apparently without the other, rhuvine can cause irritation, and rock nuts would cause stiffness. 
 Imagining each reagent as two different molecules, then each would have an effect molecule and a side effect molecule. Did the side effects negate each other, or were they absorbed? Hmm, processing this really is different than chemistry. But it’s probably close enough. 
 I wouldn't need to prepare so much rhuvine if only a fraction of it was needed to neutralize the effects of the rock nut, and considering the name of the ointment, there probably wasn't a common alternative for the effect granted by it. That meant a large quantity of something in rhuvine was needed to negate the rock nut’s side effects.  
 “The power of the rhuvine should be equal or greater than the power of the rock nut.” I tentatively guessed aloud. That was all I could get from what I knew, and looked to Theodore before continuing.  
 “They should be equal in power. But saying something so vague, wasn't it a 50% chance of you being right?” 
 “I'm not done, a bit more time.” I almost fiddled with my scruffy facial hair, but realized I'd removed it, so I went with the more classic running my hand through my hair. 
 There were so many patterns alchemy could work by, but it seemed I narrowed down a few. There’s nothing new under the sun, it’s just a matter of remembering where it happened before, and the certain twists applied to it in the situation. If the power needed to be equal, then if I was to guess the amount needed, the density of the power needed to be predicted. 
 I couldn't just say something as foolish as greater weight meant a greater density of power. Such a thing could be possible, but there were many possible laws. Instead, I thought back to how to prepare the plants. The shells could be handled manually, which meant that even Theodore had some level of negligible effect. So every part of processing was cutting away something of non-negligible importance. 
 Cutting away the end of the rhuvine, as well as stripping the leaves; but other alchemists would use the whole plant, or it had been implied just the leaves could be used as well. If just the leaves, being much less potent were used, then it had to be the mass of leaves could probably be combined with the rock nut practically, as in the mass of leaves would not be too great to mix. 
 Given the size of the beaker, an approximate fill volume minus the volume of a rock nut and small amount of shade bean leaves...I came to a fermi estimate of 100g of rhuvine leaves. Converting that to stem lengths...agh, this sort of piss-poor guesswork irked me! Fuming in the back of my mind, I doubled down on uncertainty to get through the process. Say 25g of stems, a pit was about 25g… 
 Please tell me the equal weight thing is just a coincidence. Or due to crappy calculations. Yeah, that’s it, isn't it? 
 “The weight of the rhuvine stems and rock nut should be equal, but there might need to be more rhuvines.” 
 “Unless you have a weak rock nut, there are always more rhuvine stems by weight. Do you still want to keep going?” Theodore was shaking his head, but didn't look too disappointed. This really was an impossible task, I haven't even made a single concoction yet. I don't have a ring with a heaven defying alchemist, you're my mentor, you old curmudgeon! 
 “No point stopping, when I'm already making a fool of myself.” 
 You know what? Screw it. 6 containers for about 100g of shade bean leaves? The solution needs to gel as well, but heat can shorten it to one day? 
 “Place the rock nut into 500ml of purified water, then put in 16g of shade bean leaves. Dump in the rhuvine stems immediately after. Stir with a blue tool and let it sit for three days before pouring into the final container to finish solidifying.” 
 There, it's done. Let's just go with the stupid meta-analysis, who cares about actually thinking through a problem? 
 “That’s...18 grams of shade bean leaves but otherwise,” Theodore’s eyes opened wide for a second in astonishment for a bit, but after observing my countenance, he looked back over our surroundings. He chortled. “Ah, I see. There’s no need to feel bad Alric, you did well. It's an impossible task for a first time alchemist. Even considering the hints, you showed rather impressive analytical ability.” 
 “Maybe don't act like I have such a knack for this and I won't feel so much pressure.” There wasn't really any pressure, but not being a prodigy felt like a missed opportunity to me. I suppose it was twice the effort for half the results in my future then. “Can you explain the process more thoroughly? I only made an educated guess.” 
 “Of course, that's why I'm here. You may have missed a step in your description, arts combining the three ingredients, they should be heated. Things break apart when burnt and even when underwater a similar process occurs. The shade bean leaves are also something I forgot to elaborate on, they are the catalyst of the reaction. 
“As with all things there are a few exceptions, but nearly every alchemical recipe will require a catalyst of some sort. Most are from some sort of plant, but there are a few that are stone based. Importantly, you can not just switch out catalysts! This is why measuring potency is so important, if you were to use shade bean leaves that were too weak or strong, the whole thing would be ruined. The bean which shares the properties of the leaf will ruin the Callus ointment even in incredibly small amounts. Of all things, the catalyst is the most important to control.”  
“What happens when too much is added? Why is it ruined?” Theodore called it a catalyst, but how do you have too much catalyst? Instead, it sounded more like another ingredient.  
“Depending on the amount, the mixture will either no longer lose water and won't be reduced into an ointment, or it will become glue-like and the site of application will sustain damage. Since the shade bean plant is being used to mix the reagents, I suspect that in that case it ends up trying to fuse with the skin of the user, instead of strengthening it.” That made a sort of sense. Really, there shouldn't be any skepticism in a fantasy world, but that description seemed to simple.  
There wasn't time to ponder further, as I was instructed to begin the process myself. It all went as previously described, I wasn't trying to deviate from the formula at that point after all. The stage of pseudo-chemistry went by with more success than the preceding stages, and made no mistakes during this phase.  
“Those turned out quite well, I expected at least one would be fumbled, but you defy my expectations for the better. Now then, since you're not here for long we’ll place them over flames to be reduced. This isn't the most suitable method, as it will affect the mixture, but if pressed for time I suppose it can't be helped.”  
With an anticlimactic finish, six short glass tubs the size of a palm and four centimeters high were filled with brown liquid of low viscosity before being placed over an oil-powered grill contraption. Theodore appraised them to be on the low end of success, but still good enough to be used.  
“*F-Rank* medicine? At least it’s usable…” I sighed aloud before turning to Theodore. “I will try harder in the future. Please continue to teach me.”  
“Try harder?” Theodore looked at me oddly. “This is already an incredible success. Even with my guidance and tools, it isn't normal to be able to make an alchemical compound on your first try. I'm not so harsh as to expect perfection all at once, this already shows much talent on your part. Experience is needed to become an alchemist of any skill.”  
“Then instead of praising my meager abilities, would Master Theodore continue the lessons?”  
Maybe I was just too hopeful that alchemy would be my otherworldly talent. If one didn't possess such talent, there was usually only one way to improve, trial by fire and excruciatingly bloody hard work. However, I didn't want to take steps only to trip, so I would be content slowly progressing at this point. As long as my power increased, things would end well for me.  
I spent the rest of the day, and into the evening learning from Theodore. The information covered the location, properties, processing, price, and appearance of the materials. It was a lot to take in since I was expected to be both able to harvest them, because my resources were low, and purchase them, since my surroundings wouldn't have everything. I learned 14 reagents on that day, and it would have been more if I didn't have us keep going back over ones I gradually forgot. But it was important to have a foundation.  
“So most of the ingredients used in alchemy can be consumed raw? Shouldn't this cause problems of some sort?” Despite being taught alchemy, Theodore skipped over all but the initial Callus ointment, Healing potion, Ease pill, Edge whetstone, and Livewood oil to give an example of the five main types of alchemical products. I didn't get to produce anything other than the Callus ointment either, he was just talking theory.  
What struck me as odd was that reagents didn't have to be processed to be used. Having innate properties wasn't something too shocking, but the fact that there didn't seem to be any detriments made me suspicious. Eating random plants to increase my Alchemy Skill, there had to be some sort of downside. My concerns were once again looked at as if they were amusing.  
“You mean other than the side effects they produce? What exactly are you expecting to happen? I've already stated the properties that each material has. Besides, how would the almost infinite variety always result in some negative result that’s the same for each?”  
“When you put it like that, it makes more sense.” Naturally that rhetorical retort still left me skeptical, but I didn't further press my guess. “It just doesn't seem as though they should be able to mix with the body so easily.”  
“You’re overthinking this.” Theodore sighed, and failed to further elaborate. While patient and ready to answer questions, he did occasionally seem to make assumptions about my knowledge base. In all, he didn't make for the greatest teacher, but by putting forth my own inquiries that deficiency was resolved, and my learning proceeded smoothly.  
It grew late, and Theodore had already stayed later than he had anticipated to. Apologizing for holding him up, I departed after promising to return in the afternoon the next day. Contrary to my expectations of myself, I actually asked for a later time in the day; Theodore still ran a storefront, and although Klutz had been managing it during my tutoring, there had been a few accidents. The losses were only minor things, but I realized that taking up the old alchemist’s time ended up cutting into his wallet as more than a cost of opportunity.  
Leaving, the sky of Glaucen already turned dark grey, slightly illuminated by street lamps. Short on funds, staying at an inn, even one of low quality, would be an unacceptable blow. After all my food vanished, I started to feel miserly.  
Speaking of which, the silhouette of a benefit came into view. I thought perhaps it had been because the alchemy lessons were so engrossing, but despite having not eaten since morning, I felt little hunger. The days here were not in sync with those from Underworld of Armok, and due to the oddities of my body, that brought up an interesting hypothesis. Perhaps my nutritional and sleep requirements weren't tied to this world. I wasn't ready to try starving myself, but I'd wait longer between meals and sleeping now, and see if there were any long term effects.  
Not sleeping tonight also meant saving on boarding. It was a winning move all around.  
Time to check out Glaucen after dark.  
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        Chapter 23: It's just...'the acquisition of unclaimed materials. Yeah, that's it.

    
    
    
    
                The day before, I found an inn early on in the evening, so all the changes awaited being discovered. This place with little magic, did they use the abundance of oil here to become a city that never slept? Such a large and busy city, there was no need to stop just because the sun had descended.


That's just a delusion in my head; Glaucen stilled by a great deal once night fell.


Even with these flagstone roads and lampposts softly illuminating them, the barren streets made it wasted effort. Did people really lack so much to do at night? With Lyssa’s sermon on how the church valued self sufficiency, it gave me the idea that there would be more people working hard. Instead, it looked like the whole town was about to fall idle for half the day.


There were still a few citizens out and about, but the density was such that I only saw someone every half hour, and at a long distance away even then. Glaucen wasn't lit up particularly well, but the broad and straight roads made it easy to spot others at a distance. In essence, the night would be depressingly encounter-free.


Looking to the bright moons in the sky, I had to find my own entertainment for the night. Actually, looking to the sky to see two moons got me interested in observing the heavens. Casting <Graverobber's Footsteps> so as not to disturb anybody in my wanderings, I found myself a barrel forgotten on the side of the street to perch myself atop. Due to my unusually large frame it was a bit awkward getting settled comfortably, but I was able to end up cross-legged in a suitably relaxing pseudo-meditative position as I looked to the sky.


The twin moons gave the view a slight similarity to the one from earth. But any more than a slight glance and the differences became apparent. The stars were innumerable and blanketed the sky, and while not all were bright, they were still clear.


Astral bodies, where have you gone? It turns out they all went to this world. Next rhetorical question please.


The two moons somehow managed to be even more eye catching than the spectacle of stars, despite appearing fairly mundane. One took up the space of about a plum held at arm’s length, overbearingly bright, but being less than a quarter full provided little illumination. The smaller, about the size of the thumbnail at arm’s length, was much harder to distinguish from the background. Lacking the intensity of its celestial sibling, it was also tinged with a navy hue, making it even more difficult to detect against the background.


Something about them, a bombastic pearl of radiance and subdued sapphire drew my attention for a long while. Curious how I never really noticed the sky like this during those first few nights on the road under the sky, or even when I rested outdoors in the village. I reasoned it to be the similarity to some games, and it required a conscious thought to remember it was now the norm. Besides, I'd not attached any importance to the sky and its decorations.


I likely spent several hours dazing off in that manner, making note of the positions of the stars. No real reason to do so, but there was also little else for me to do. 


Then zoning out a bit, my equilibrium became unbalanced, and shaking a bit as I jolted back into position, the barrel beneath me did likewise. It didn't shift by much, and I could feel it was filled with a heavy liquid of some sort. Speaking of which, why was such a container just left out on the streets of Alchemist Avenue?


Losing interest in the heavens, I began to thoroughly inspect the matter of my makeshift seat. Whatever was inside this sealed container, there was enough of it that it shouldn't be cheap. I knew from my lessons earlier in the day that liquids and extracts were used in small quantities, with the obvious exception of water. Their prices were still no less than a unit of other similar materials, and a whole barrel such as this would be quite the investment. For it to just sit out on the streets like this, there had to be some fool involved. It would be so easy to just take this incredibly valuable mystery liquid.


Jingshi were calling my name, but I ignored them. Righteousness over wealth. I wouldn't become a thief over such a petty matter.


Still, the question nagged at me; between the actions and stories of those around me in Glaucen implied that criminal behaviors were not startlingly uncommon. The lack of regular law enforcement was more so that members of the church could act as they wished without guideline or precedent. In fact so long as it didn't affect the church negatively, they didn't seem to give a whit about it. The city was the skeletal frame of the church, with everyone else grasping on to that support to fill in the rest. No one would be so careless with their goods.


Doing a little investigation, I crawled over the exterior looking for clues. Along the rim, a familiar symbol that resembled an upside down fleur-di-lis was branded. Given how much new information I'd been exposed to over the past two days, I didn't actually remember where I'd seen it though. Accursed ignorance...next time it came up, I would definitely sear it into my memory.


Continuing to search, it was a bit difficult to spot in the poor lighting, but looking at the bottom of the barrel, there was a large patch of discoloration. Heavier and more prominent at the bottom, but scattered higher up, I could tell it was the result of a spill of some sort. Squinting my eyes, I turned to the ground.


The paved ground of course wasn't monochromatic, but upon closer examination I could make out the edges of the most recent spill. A faint plant-stem green residue, the same as on the barrel. Crouching down, I could make out numerous white marks and tiny shards of glazed pottery. Was it left out because it had been contaminated by a spill of some other ingredient? I didn't feel like that was the right answer, since the residue didn't reach to high up and the container seemed relatively solid.


Continuing to look for more information in the surroundings, to the sides of the barrel were circular patches of ground untainted by the spill. 


I felt so happy, is this present for me?


Whatever this was, it and several other barrels like it had been there when a spill occurred. Present on either side, it had clearly been left behind on purpose. Considering it hadn't been taken, there was probably a defect I wasn't aware of.


Beggars can't be choosers!


Wrapping it in a bear hug, I expended some stamina to lift it into my <Inventory>. The black vortex appeared silently, much larger this time, so I could place the barrel in, as if setting it on a ledge. My arms disappeared inside, but it seemed to only be a visual effect, as it certainly didn't feel as if they'd gone anywhere. Even as harmless as putting so much of myself inside the <Inventory> seemed, I resisted the urge to jump inside. What if I got trapped inside? How would opening <Inventory> inside <Inventory> work? Would I be so fortunate as to be able to escape, or would it just give me nested inventories? I wasn't about to do something so reckless as curious as I was.


Since I then lacked an activity to waste away the time, I settled on exploring the city more thoroughly. So far I had only been getting the general gist of the place, but I supposed it would be useful to further familiarize myself with Glaucen. Being the largest city I could reach and the sheer density of events that took place inside its walls, it was only natural to try and memorize as much of it as possible.


I began in Alchemist Avenue, and were Glaucen to be described as a unit circle, it would be around 13/16 tau and 0.4r. Departing in the direction of positive rotation, the mercantile sector was the first one encountered. Slightly south of the eastern gate where the majority of trade came through, there were surprisingly few buildings. Primarily flat, with wide roads; the place seemed structured for loading and unloading goods. Personally, it seemed like to have such a spot within the walls. If the city came under siege, then they wouldn't be doing much trade would they?


I skirted the edges of this zone, for there were caravans in the process of being loaded, and there were guards hired to watch the premises, some of them being Disciples. So it seemed that they could be hired to do work outside the church, interesting. Of course the vast majority of guards were still normal folk, but that's something to be expected.


The eastern entrance of the city seemed to be a dividing line between where wagons and caravans unloaded, and the portion of the city where purchases would be made by citizens. Directly north of the east entrance at 15/16 tau, the shopping district started. Glaucen must have had an esteemed city planner, as despite the incredible density and variety of shops, it was all too easy to navigate, and the streets were no wider than they needed to be. I remembered back to the height of pedestrian traffic the day before, despite the thick crowds, it was actually quite easy to move along.


There were an abundance of cobblers and carpenters, which made sense, but what really raised my brow was a store for religious trinkets. Note that even though I was illiterate regarding Derrish letters, so were the vast majority of commoners. The shops identified themselves with the symbol found on the Heirga Yoll, the religious building for the masses. I found it strange for independent looking places to exist when the church centralized so much power, but it made sense once thinking about the sheer number of disciples there were.


While disciples were a minority, the population of Glaucen, and Derriad as a whole, surpassed common medieval settings by a huge margin. With all of them gathering in the few large cities combined with the fact they were essentially a higher class, it was almost like there were two populations that existed. Religious affairs were a bridging point where the two met, and seemed to be how the church was extracting additional resources from villeins and their lot.


I say this, and you might think ‘well, that doesn't sound so surprising. Of course those bourgeois will try and exploit the proletariat.’ Calm down Marx, the invisible hand of the market isn't quite wrapped around the necks of the working class, they still have a choice in making their purchases. This is where I began to realize how much I’d underestimated the religious sentiment of this land.


Religion is something that varies intensely from fiction to fiction. Since I focused my efforts on works from ages past, I felt fairly confident in knowing more about how religion functioned in predominantly religious societies than most. Even so, as I browsed the commercial district, I felt the Derrish were some strange mix of fanatic and casual worshipper.


There prices were indicated on the outside of the stores for one or two items. Vertical wooden planks with an image at the top, with two columns of coins depicting the price. I took this to mean these were the specialties of the shop, and would be either high quality, or low in price. At first, only the first seemed to make any sense, because one would have to be mad to only make the sums cited in conversation and buy these gewgaws.


25 cupra for a strip of paper with writing! 75 for an entire sheet! 30 for what looked to be a normal candle! 50 for a string of beads! One argent for a patterned bowl! 2 argent 50 cupra for a knife, and an additional argent for a whetstone! An argent for what I assumed to be some sort of holy water!


Who can afford these things? And by the looks of them, they were primarily consumable! If there had been only one shop, I could brush it off, but the quantity of these religious stores showed there had to be quite the demand for them. High prices at high supply, and there was still high demand! 


Only then did I really understand how liberal Lyssa and the village seemed to be in their beliefs. Derriad was a country of maddened fanatics, only pacified by being hundreds of miles from the nearest apparent dissenting opinion. I thought learning more about Tiaism was just to move more smoothly through Derriad, but it seemed knowing the religious landscape was a survival skill.


I may not have been overpowered to start, but at least there had been the blessing of fortune to only be running into those tolerant of my apostic disposition. In the end, I am still a believer in an internal locus of control and determining my own fate.


There were still a few hours left before dawn, so I moved onwards towards the temple. I'd taken the matter too lightly, and needed to investigate before getting swept into something by my ignorance.
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        Chapter 24: Skulking About

    
    
    
    
                The temple grounds were close to the center of Glaucen, but offset towards the east gate, the largest entrance into the city. They were close to my position, and since there were so few out on the streets, no trouble was encountered. As the distance to the temple decreased, the surroundings became nicer. It was more difficult to distinguish during the day, but after noticing the drastic rise in street lamps lighting the roads, other differences became more apparent.


The flagstones on the street for one lacked the numerous fractures and uneven surface caused by pressure. Naturally shaped, they had also clearly been slightly hewn to interlock more strongly. The tops were polished yet still maintained traction, even under the slight layer of dirt, their color was a muted, yet imposing shade of grey like the walls of the city. Comparing it to those used on Alchemist Avenue, it was as if the best were used here, and the rest were mere extras dug in the process.


The buildings as well looked better formed, and even under the reddish-orange light of the oil lamps it was clear to see they were better maintained. While the land wasn't used so wastefully as to construct large estates, there were nevertheless homes that sported small yards. The designs seemed to step up an era, from medieval housing to something victorian. 


The public works also qualified as art installations. Before I’d not put much thought into it, passing it off as just one piece of scenery or the other, but the water sources near the temple resembled those from Rome or Van Rel. Ornate wall fountains without a hint of algae or moss, the water shimmering under the low light, softly burbling as it did so.


I stopped at one of these fountains. It took not even a second glance to realize that I could gain insight into the religion of Tiansing by examining it. Had it been day, I may have overlooked it if not already examining the water feature, but at night it wasn't apparent.


The primary spout came from the mouth of man whose likeness made up the wall of the fountain. All stone, with marble used for his hair, made him into a wraith. Long white hair radiating out from a face with an iron countenance, a forceful image softened by a slight trickle of water from his eyes that looked downwards. No doubt that this was the likeness of Tias, or at least the commonly accepted rendition.


From his mouth cascaded the main stream of water, into the outstretched arms of three defined figures in positions of prostration, looking withered. Clear veneration from these figures, but around them was a crowd of less defined individuals. Towards the edges of the wall fountain were hordes of monsters. Some I could put a name of my own to, but many lacked an easily definable base, and were more like an amalgamation of features. The members of the crowd closer to the monsters grew defined and healthier, their arms and armor becoming the first thing apparent.


The layer of the crowd and monsters was the bulk of the work, about four feet high of the ten foot tall, and not just size wise. Unlike Tias’ Face, the crowd and monsters weren't a mere frieze, but dozens of sculptures. They occupied a solid stone platform, until a ledge about two feet from the semicircle that was the border of the fountain. The water cascaded in a huge amount of constantly varying streams that were relatively small, pouring out from the feet of the human crowd.


But the water coming from Tias’ eyes and mouth was caught by the prostrating figures in the center, so what font emitted the water to the basin? It was the most apparent and attention grabbing part of the whole spectacle.


From those fighting the monsters near the edges, water sprayed from their wounds. Those not about engage in combat had water flowing from consistent positions along their forearms. By the reddish hue of the oil lamps, it was hard not to see the final tide of water going over the edge as waves upon waves of blood.


Something like this could be normal in Underworld of Armok, but that was a dark and bloody world that a few choose to live in. To actually have a part of daily life be a monument to such a bloodscape, from such finely rendered wounds, my perspective shifted.


Normal to those of Tiaism was sacrifice. It wasn't hard to fully realize how much Lyssa failed to impress that upon me, or I failed to recognize it. From Tias to the people and cycled around and around, access to the Flow of Life really was a debt of blood in their eyes.


Disdain against the church now looked like a foolish thought for them to have. For any believer, it seemed the church was the only one who could help them repay their debt to Tias. Though the idea still seemed foolish to me, that wouldn't change how everyone else acted.


The fountain helped me understand the Derrish devotion to Tias, and in turn their reasoning for standing by the church. The knowledge gained still sat in the realm of theory, and I needed to learn more about how it transferred into reality. Just because you're told from on high to turn the other cheek, doesn't mean that you will.


Delayed, but not fruitlessly, I strode towards the temple proper. Angling the approach so as to be walking straight into the gates, I could catch a view of the courtyard from a distance. The presence of guards at the Varansterm made me cautious, but it seemed to be more of a decorative gesture, as they were none stationed at night. That made sense, who here actually wished to offend the church?


I brazenly made my way over to the Heirga Yoll, deliberately pausing a few moments outside the four double doors that encompassed almost all of the side of entry. It paled before the grand stone cathedral on the plateau, but retained its own majestic, if slightly tawdry appearance. The situation wasn't as if the walls were gaudily gilded, but the floral carvings were a bit excessive in quantity and detail. Several petals along the door frame were chipped and dented, showing that the decoration hadn't had much thought put into it. Clearly before the masses, the church had decided that ‘less is more’ was the wrong direction to take. Even the handle had been carved into a vine with buds, making it quite uncomfortable to grasp.


About to pull open the door, a cold wind flashed across the nape of my neck and my hand froze in place. 


My eyes darted left, then right, but the atmosphere around me seemed unaffected. There were few oil lamps in the courtyard, and it was instead lit by bonfires in huge braziers; the illumination of the flames comforting. That instant of hesitation lost, but I had trouble shrugging it off.


My imagination is overactive, but at that moment I couldn't decide if it really was just tricks of the minds. Were it an actual omen I just didn't know the origins of, wouldn't proceeding be foolish? But the opposite could be true, perhaps there was a clue within that became necessary for later on.


Not one hour past, I sat before the visage of a deity above a fountain of blood. Feeling an icy gust, surely intuition should be heeded. This wasn't my only chance to learn more, I was losing nothing but time. Even if it couldn't be explained, sometimes the gut can pick up on dangers the conscious mind doesn't understand. Besides I was Level 1, strange body aside, my combat potential was staggeringly low. Ironically, even the lowest of specters and fleshworked could bring me to the grave with them. Before whatever creature haunted the halls of the Heirga Yoll, I wouldn't even know how I died.


“I am not alive because I am strong,” I heaved open the door. “But because I make do with what I have.” A quote from one of the greatest underdogs let me resolve my indecision. In the end how could I, a hero, back down in the face of a mere ill omen? The chill did not return as I opened the door, and slipped inside.


Darkness was heavy inside the Yoll, only a few candles the size of femur burned slowly at the pillars of the establishment. Stepping forward, I noticed the floor was even smoother here, encouraging me to move slowly lest I slip, but there were occasional textured patches. In the darkness rows of benches could be made out, enough for hundreds. As I moved down the main aisle hoping to get a better view of the dais, my already slow pace stopped. My nose was insensitive, and the smell was faint. Turning my head to the air, inhaling deeply, grasping as much of the scent as I could, trying to remember.


I dropped to my knee, the answer obvious. The metallic smell rose in power, not overwhelmingly so, but I could identify it clearly. Blood, droplets scattered about the floor, and concentrated when one neared certain hard to distinguish emblems. A bitter smile worked across my face, they were dedicated to the ideal alright. Using my hand to detect the blood by texture, apparently service included a donation of some centiliters of blood.


I should have taken more note of the baggy sleeves most people wore. The climate here felt temperate, but the fact that very few people wore tight long shirts, or had some sort of armband had to have been a clue. Once again, something so prevalent, I took it as a part of the setting and ignored the reason.


At least I wouldn't be surprised if I somehow got dragged into attending one of the services. I had no intention of spilling blood for anyone I didn't approve of, but I doubted the act would be easy to opt out of if things progressed to that point. 


Standing up, it didn't seem like anything would be able to match the revelation that Tiaism practiced ritual bloodletting. Then again, I wasn't here looking for the shocking, there were already enough instances of overlooking the mundane. 


Trying to be thorough, I still lacked direction in my investigation. Essentially the position of outsider didn't exist, so trying to discover how believers would react just from the clues of the church felt like an exercise in futility.  That didn't mean I stopped, just that the information gathered was more like trivia than things I could use.


On the raised section of the ground where the lectern stood there were several basins, which like the rest of the surroundings possessed overly ornate decorations. There seemed to be some connection between Tiaism and plant life, flowers in particular, but I couldn't figure out what exactly it was. That aside, given how each basin had been placed with care, they were probably all used during the ceremony. Since the trails of blood didn't come to the center, it could be reasoned that each of the containers represented at least one official of the church.  At least twelve members of the church were present during each service, as the lowest estimate.


Stepping up onto the raised ground, I moved around to the back of the lectern. It was almost a certainty that readings were done from a book, but it was not kept in a cubby like some old paper textbook. Standing there, with the view the reader of the scriptures would have, the darkness didn't obscure the sight of the service in mind’s eye.


Read from the Scriptured Doctrines, and explain what they mean to the illiterate below. They owe a great debt they are willing to repay, and the church accepts their blood regularly for that reason. It is returning a fraction of the Flow of Life, which is why they don’t use healing incantations afterward. The reason Disciples and the like are above the rest is because they are the ones who end up fighting the monsters; the rest of society works to support the church, and naught else. The church for the little folk is humanity, and that is what they are taught, to support humanity.


I couldn't tell if it was false equivalence borne through tradition, or if the founder of the church was someone who could con the heavens. The actions of Levaius definitely did work to progress the state of civilization in this corner of the world, but it didn't seem like his golden age left any lasting impression. Derriad bled the foundation to stay standing, and the end result was being unable to grow further.


All their sacrifice to try and make the church and humanity stronger, just to have that become the very thing that limited them. A depressing irony for those who managed to see it.


For quite some time I soaked in the darkness, pondering Tiaism and its adherents. Eventually deciding I could learn no more at my level of knowledge, I departed. Stuck in a mental rut, my thoughts repetitively came back to the populace of Derriad, as I strolled the streets.


To end stagnation meant you could move either forward or backward. I can accept harm in the short run if I can eventually grow greater, but would the people here be alright with that? Only a small minority looked receptive to change, and that was because they'd already gone through the hardship. Framed as advancing humanity, I could surely make others accept the idea of change, but was that really what I should do?


Sighing, I resigned myself to philosophical and ethical dithering until morning crept upon Glaucen.




A/N:AHHHHHHHHH!
            

    
        Chapter 25: Going Solo

    
    
    
    
                As people took to the streets of Glaucen as day broke, I was acutely aware of how one of their upper arms was almost always wrapped up and concealed. Shaking my head to clear my thoughts, all that wondering about how these common workers saw their sacrifice to the church disappeared. It was just how things were, and I could do nothing about it now. Let the matter rest until a later date.


Day may have broken, but I still had time before meeting back up with Theodore. He wouldn't object to an early return, but that left four hours or so to use. Starting to feel a bit hungry, I figured I should rustle up some grub. It really did seem like I would be able to go quite a while without food, but there could always be hidden benefits to eating more frequently in the new world.


Taking money into account, that wasn't a good choice though. Better to just eat when hungry until I accumulated more resources.


Deciding that I wanted a taste of whatever passed for cuisine in the city, I tried recalling taverns passed during my walks. Again meager funds limited the options, but it would be nice to taste at least a decent meal. Between traveling on the road and the village’s simple meals of porridge and fish, I'd had not one good or even decent dining experience. 


I had 46 cupra remaining from what Pan gave me for the trip. Thinking of the prices of reagents that Theodore went over, that couldn't purchase any quality materials for Ria’s condition, even if I did know what was needed.


No 46 cupra wasn't actually the limit of my budget. My <Inventory> silently opened a small aperture, and I rolled an aurum between my fingers. Not a small amount of money for me at the moment, but I was loathe to spend it. Ross and Troy pooled their savings, and that one coin made up at least two thirds of what they had. I felt like it was ridiculous to bequeath a traveler like me with such a large sum, those two must have saved for years.


The design of the aurum may have been artisanal, but they must have been produced in large quantities, because one could see where the work had been rushed. A rose with long thorns dripping water, or rather blood, onto its leaves; the imagery may have had rough edges, but was well done for a piece of currency. Dirt had caught in the various flaws, and I slowly rubbed away at them with my thumb. There was an especially long scratch extending from one of the thorns, where the craftsman was probably trying to sharpen up the edges, and part of the rim had been somewhat flattened towards the bottom.


It felt more like a keepsake than just a large sum of money. Those simple woodsmen should have just kept it. You couldn't start a friendship by giving this kind of thing, I'll never be able to bring myself to spend it. Ahh~, hanging out with those two peasants, remembering it really gets me fired up to help Salt Village.


To do something, you can't just sit around! Feeling a spring come back in my step, Iron Underdog, a tavern of moderate standing became the choice for breakfast. I was building up momentum for an intensive day, and that was where my stride took me. Built in classic fantasy medieval European style, it had two floors, the higher for those regular patrons who reserved spots.


A smoky scent and tables surrounded by the city dwellers, with several more unique patrons wandering in. Of course the man with a sword as tall as he didn't escape my sight, and there would be no way for me to not notice the hooded girl and her stoic bodyguard. But I only felt a slight twinge within myself to interact with them, before the volition was quickly cast aside. Right now I was the Wizard of Salt Village, eating my 5 cupra meal of mutton stew mixed with carrots and fruit preserve salad.


An exorbitant sweetness spread from the fruit; though lacking in the sour taste I was fond of, it brought me a new sense of energy. The mutton stew was savory as well, but constantly cracking my neck and rolling my shoulders, this definitely felt like a good day to do things. Wolfing down the food, I left an additional cupra for the serving girl before shooting out of the establishment.


There were so many ways that dinky village could improve, but as many probably realize, there was one thing that paved the way to every solution. Japtem, jingshi, impels, spiritstones; no matter what world it is, money universally supports civilized life. Even if there could never be enough, the situation progresses forward as more wealth is amassed. 


And I had acquired the class that always seemed to produce wealth, the Alchemist. My idols included the ruthless conman of the heavens and that Weed which would bleed for a single won more. Nothing could stop the recovery of Salt Village.


Given my arbitrary body, I ignored the typical city markets and headed towards the northern gate. Making sure I could return to the city without documentation, the guards gave me an odd look before I took off down the road. Not wanting to take too long, I let my Stamina burn quickly as I ran. 


Even though I was a caster-type, with my abnormally long stride and untiring endurance the road flew by, traversed by a bipedal giraffe. Plants on either side in various stages of growth. A patchwork lacking fallow fields, with larger walled sections containing several plots. Farmers’ cottages didn't look like anything special, but even so seemed to be enviably idyllic. The farmers themselves were already out in the fields, and my pace suddenly slowed as my Stamina hit the critical level.


Moving a bit farther, I pushed myself to reach the next established settlement. Even moving at my absurd pace, I could only sustain a pace of moving twice as fast as normal people for a short while, meaning this area was still only a day travel from Glaucen. 


Rule one of getting a good deal, make sure there is a scarcity of what you are selling. The village was close to Glaucen, but not so much so that a trip could be made just any day. From the way people worked in the fields, taking a day off to go to town was not something that could be done frequently. I wasn't planning on price gouging them, but every bit would help.


“Selling Callus ointment, and looking for rhuvines, rock nuts, and shade bean leaves!” Calling out at the center of a village of a few dozen huts, I didn't need to pause to catch my breath (A curious aside; my Stamina system only left me gasping for air after rapid expenditures) Most of the villagers were off in the fields, but there were still village craftsmen, housewives and the occasional house husband.


There was a slight hesitation in the movements of those in view, but no one stopped. Why would you purchase something from a strange foreigner like myself after all? Because the goods were convenient and cheap! Surekill sale,50% off, engage!


“Limited stock of Callus ointment, one argent! Guaranteed by Master Theodore of Glaucen, only five available! Good for 15 uses, toughen your hands and remove those weeds, the crops will thank you with a bountiful harvest!”


Shamelessly shouting, an argent was a low price and perked up the ears of those in the area. Making the risk low made it more likely for villagers to take it with their low funds. Overall, it would be better for me to sell what I had quickly for a lower price per piece than take up all my time getting the same amount for two or three containers. Time was money, so doing things quickly was a way of saving money too.


“You look like a hardworking *dame*, I can tell from your hands. However with Callus ointment, you'll get twice the results with half the effort! Though this product has been approved by my master, I am but an apprentice and the price has been accordingly lowered to a single argent.” Speaking boldly, I approached a woman who was returning from the fields, likely having heard the commotion I began stirring up. Despite the overly enthusiastic sales pitch, she didn't seem too fazed and retained an interest in the jar I held in my hand.


“An argent for Callus ointment? The deal looks good, but is the paste good?” Folding her arms, she looked at the jar suspiciously. It seems I'd not convinced her yet, but with her initial presence, others also began to show their interest more easily.


“The production of this ointment was overseen by Master Theodore himself, a supplier of alchemical reagents to the church itself! Though only a standard rendition of the product, its effectiveness is guaranteed. If you have shade bean leaves, rock nuts, or rhuvines, I would happily make the deal even better as well.”


“Just giving us a name doesn't mean we can get anything back if you're lying.”


“I’m here to sell my wares, not debate their effectiveness. If you won't buy, you won't buy. The prices are already low, I won't haggle any further.”


“Wait a second, I'll buy one.” The woman stopped me as I was about to turn away. Happily, I made the exchange, taking an argent from her and handing over the jar. She poked at the contents, inspecting them, but having received payment, I moved on to hawking towards the others in the area.


The aggressive style worked well, particularly after the first sale. It seemed since one person was willing to take the risk, none of the others wanted to be left behind. Not all the customers were in that one spot, but it only took half an hour or so before I sold all but one as planned. Finishing my business, I didn't carry and headed right back to Glaucen.


Resting for a few minutes was more optimal than moving and regaining Stamina more slowly, so another 15 minutes likely passed before actually setting out. As I ran back, I tried calculating what I could accomplish before noon. My goal was to use the money just acquired to purchase some alchemy equipment of my own. If it didn't take too much time, I could even begin a batch of Callus ointment before even going to Theodore’s for my lessons. 


In this era, glassworking was naturally underdeveloped. Even with alchemists who used it for productive purposes, like many other things in Derriad, the technique seemed to have solidified and failed to improve over the course of time. The traders in the eastern district sold a few flasks and vials of good quality, but a single frosty cylinder was worth seven argents. Searching for cheaper goods, the southern area of Glaucen was a better market to trawl.


The pseudo industrialism helped keep me going, despite an initial lack of findings. Hammers echoed, and the heat of the scattered forges permeated everywhere. Sounds and sights of people producing, I couldn't wait when I eventually located a shop that sold glassware.


Two argents for a half liter beaker. That was only an estimate of the volume, and it visibly slumped to one side, on top of not resting flat. What I hesitate to refer to as an Erlenmeyer flask cost two and a half, and shared a similar foggy look and defects. However in accordance with Theodore’s lecture on tools they felt smooth, though uneven, and unmarred, though unsightly.


My resources dropped like a stone back to slightly under an argent, and I still needed to purchase the actual reagents. Not that I hesitated in my purchase, the tools were necessary to craft. After all, the remaining argent would be enough for the ingredients. If just one try met with success, I would be on my way to an abundance of wealth.


There were several hours before midday for me to work. Moving swiftly, I could complete a batch of Livewood oil and sell it in town. No point stepping on the break when moving top speed; I headed to the southeast of town to find what was needed.


A/N:AHHHHHHHHHH!!
            

    
        Chapter 26: Chekhov's Courtyard

    
    
    
    
                86 cupra remained after purchasing the tools for preparing Livewood oil. I would once again need rhuvines, as well as filo petals, reeter sap, and bark from what I would label a white oak.


Many plants in the world held some semblance to those on Earth, but my knowledge wasn't extensive enough in herbology to relabel them all. For many things I try to translate them in a way convenient for you to read, even if there are some differences.


Rhuvines were the cheapest material to purchase, at 5 cupra for forearm’s length. I purchased three for 12, more than was needed for two tries, but it saved me money and provided extra in case of a mistake.


Filo petals come from a flower resembling the cross between a daisy and a buttercup. For Livewood oil, they should have a smooth, somewhat oily texture and come apart easily when rubbed between two fingers. A fistful cost 16 cupra, but since I didn't wish to reveal <Inventory> I ended up spending 20 for the drawstring pouch. 


The bark is probably just as you imagine it, though however it had been collected left it in big sheafs. A piece the size of two large index cards cost 34 cupra. For the others, it might be easy to gloss over without any point of reference, but you probably noticed that the small chunk of tree cost almost a week’s worth of meals. 


This is something that I should clarify to help clear your vision of the world I was in. While there was a forest to the north which seemed to know no end, there were actually shockingly few trees throughout the majority of Derriad. Farmsteads leveled most of the surroundings, and later I would come to learn that the word I used for forest was the name of the vast woodland to the north. If not for the fact almost all the land seemed to arable and was being worked, I would not hesitate to call it desolate. Even saying prairie or grassland evokes too many trees in the mind.


Glaucen luckily was only a few days from the nearest edge, and as such the price wasn't all too exorbitant. I just winced as I failed to haggle down the price of such a mundane object, available for free on the ground near Salt Village.


Lastly, the material that brought the most trouble during purchase, reeter sap. The base of Livewood oil, splashing around with low viscosity, the translucent grey liquid felt slippery to the touch.


Not that anyone really wanted to touch it. Even though it’s called sap, the fluid actually comes from the abdomen of reeters. Or in terms more easy to understand, a coconut size spider.


Finding someone selling reeter sap didn't lose much of a challenge. Alchemists concentrated in Glaucen, and it was a fairly common material with properties of both fluidity and adhesion, great for making oils of many types. The real trouble I had was finding someone selling a quantity I could afford. Unlike discrete objects such as rhuvines or bark, or a loose collection like the filo petals that could be condensed into smaller containers, reeter sap only seemed to come in pots at least a gallon in size. With only 20 cupra remaining, I already could barely afford the half liter needed.


“No, you can’t haggle the price up here, I literally have no more money to give you.” I futilely argued with several different merchants before managing to make the purchase. With several it became apparent I was just wasting time a while before I gave up, but I was learning more about the culture.


I also learned the expletive ‘kunocht’, which made everyone in the vicinity glance over your way in surprise. I decided not to try and determine its meaning through practice.


Ingredients in hand, I needed a place to work without interruption. As a novice, there needed to be as few distractions as possible, and it would be good if the locale didn’t mind a strange wizard conducting experiments. Unexpectedly, a suitable location came to mind.


“*You ain’t never had a friend, never had a friend, you ain’t never had a friend like me.*” Under the sunlight the old city felt much more relaxed, by which I mean boring, so I sang to myself as I roamed. Running out of lyrics, it wasn’t like I lost my way, but the back alleys weren’t all that easy to navigate. Even when one gets a general understanding of the terrain, the knowledge of a few days can’t match a born and bred local. To me, while the dilapidated buildings were all very distinct on an individual basis, they were thematically homogenous, and landmarks didn’t stand out all too much.


Not to say I didn’t eventually find the path; after skirting around a street kerfuffle, I spotted a familiar vagrant and recalled where to go. It seems like a strange thing to remember, but that stocky and bearded look made me think of Barda and Grey Guards. That may seem like a contemporary reference, but it was actually based on an old series. Hobo aside, I made my way to a familiar courtyard.


At the sound of my approach, I caught the tail ends of little ones retreating into their houses. Good response times for a group of toddlers. Speaking of which, the age and numbers of the group seemed to be much lower. The older ones were out hunting then. Leaving the helpless here alone didn’t fit my vision of Street Rat and his companions. Stepping towards the Grey-Line Birch my suspicion was confirmed, but it was a pretty obvious answer.


Snowflake stepped out from the shadows! She was a kindhearted individual caring for orphans all along!


Haha, no, as if. The one who appeared happened to be Little Big Guy, who fell ever further into that gentle giant archetype. He also didn’t seem too upset by my presence, having recognized the fortune that came with me last time. What a great kid.


“It’s you,” he exclaimed without any oomph. “Thank you for yesterday, but why are you here?”


“Kehehe, it’s good you remember your manners.” Bobbling my head in approval, I let out a slightly arrogant chuckle. Despite being a ragamuffin, his demeanor deserved an A+. Having a loyal and humble member in his band of True Companions, Street Rat would definitely do well in the future. “I’m just looking for a secluded place to work for a while. This tree here is quite interesting as well you know.”


Perhaps I was trying too much to be cryptic, but the patterns on the tree were pretty neat. As it grew from the paved ground, I sat beneath it while retrieving wood from my <Inventory> to begin a fire. There wouldn't be any danger doing so, at least not too much.


Little Big Guy didn't say a word, watching from the sidelines. Seeing their guardian relaxed, four children came crawling out of the woodwork, curiosity plastered on their faces. They were around the 6-8, but seemed strangely quiet for their age. Maybe they were in awe of my mystical presence.


“You may watch, so long as you don't make a commotion. Don't get too close either.” Looking to Little Big Guy, he nodded in understanding, and put himself on guard against any sudden movements from the little ones. With that I could put them out of my own mind and focus on my alchemy wholeheartedly.


Livewood oil, market price 80 cupra, applied to rotting, split, or otherwise damaged works of wood to repair them. A more potent batch ran about 120 and could raise the base strength, but actually producing it wasn't easy. Even Theodore, master of consistency, could only do so one in five attempts. 


In other words, Livewood oil acted finicky when the recipe was changed. With new equipment over a makeshift fire, I really was pushing my luck. 


Despite being a novice at alchemy, I didn't shy away from the challenge. Due to it’s poor receptivity to changes, the recipe happened to be for two standard doses, 250mL each. At 80 cupra per dose, I made a massive profit considering my current wealth level.


Prep work by distilling some water. I didn't particularly want to use the flasks brought from Underworld of Armok for reeter sap, but for just water it was fine. Waving a hand through the fire, I regularly tested the heat. A hitpoint or two drained each time, but did so sustainably and needed to get the temperature as close to that of Theodore’s grill as I could. It didn't matter for just boiling away impurities, but I wanted to familiarize myself with the way the temperature changed.


As I waited, I prepared the filo leaves. They needed to be crushed and then steeped, an alchemical tea. Being able to afford a mortar and pestle would have been nice, but I lacked even that much. My hands were dyed yellow by the end of the procedure for a moment before using <Prestidigitation>, and placing them in the glass flask with a thin neck before pouring in boiling water and holding it in the fire.


The remaining distilled water needed to cool for a short while before placing in the bark. Cautiously, the wood was split in half before the fibers hanging off the ends were removed. I thought of asking Theodore about the importance of the step later that day, and followed the instructions without knowing why. Then the bark was placed into the beaker, now filled with cool distilled water.


After waiting for both liquids to reach the proper state, I readied for the mixing stage of the process. I needed to move quickly to complete the product, in spite of my poor tool.


The base of reeter sap with its properties of adhesion and fluidity meant it formed a film on most surfaces. Dumping the extract from the bark and the minced rhuvines into the ceramic container of sap could disturb the balance, congealing a film over all the surfaces, ruining the process. Such a reason was why the glass beaker should have been used, but it was occupied at the moment. 


So instead I decided to pour the reeter sap into the bark extract, something Theodore warned against doing. Thankfully he somewhat explained the reason, reeter sap didn't mix well in large quantities, which was why extract and rhuvines needed to be added in slowly. 


The reaction between both these elements and the sap needed to proceed at an even rate, lest it become unstable, but neither could the bark extract and minced rhuvines be mixed beforehand. The sap used up whatever was in the rhuvine and extract, keeping them from interacting. Pouring the reeter sap into the extract meant quickly and thoroughly mixing minced vines into a liquid prone to spilling.


Prone to spilling? Hah! As if such a small risk would deter me. Of course the balance of materials may be upset, but I was already pushing my limits. Those from Salt Village gave their all, and Pan and the woodcutters had been quite generous to me. Ralph always gave me a good deal on the fish I caught, and Rion taught me to speak, despite being a rascal. There wasn't much special about most of the villagers, but I still interacted with many on a day to day basis. A bit of effort? No problem! I'll make money, and pay you guys back tenfold!


I shifted everything to within arms reach, doing a few trial runs of grabbing the different ingredients quickly without spilling them. Misshapen glass felt odd in my hands, and though it probably wouldn't have had any effect, it didn't hurt to be careful.


“This is the important part. Keep back.” For a bit the spectators had fallen to the back of my mind, but analysis of surroundings brought them to attention. I fed you guys, so don't mess me up, ‘Kay?


Upon being readied, I cracked my knuckles before beginning without ceremony. There isn't really a way to describe the scene in a non-visual medium, unless the distances my hand traveled and the angle of each joint at each moment was listed. It was my second concoction, but I was at ease. There was no sweat dripping down my forehead, or battle of consciousness with a heavenly flame. My hands just moved between the materials in an arc before me, using <Mage Hand> to move the minced rhuvine close as not to splash.


To greater misfortune than I realized, the grey fluid splashed out onto me despite the care in my efforts. Since it didn't deal any damage, I ignored it. With the last of the rhuvine starting to dissolve in the mixture, the flask of filo petals was upended. Covering the mouth with a piece of cloth, only the water came out. Such a clever idea, what incredibly intelligent person came up with that? Internally praising myself in a tongue in cheek but satisfied manner, the yellowish petal extract poured out.


Unceremoniously, my hitpoints dropped by several. A searing sensation had appeared on my cheek; in my concentration I'd continuously edged up to the glass beaker. A little too close for safety, but I didn't risk suddenly backing up and ruining the Livewood oil. I eased the angle of the flask, realizing that the reason the splash had been so large was the irregular flow of fluid due to the cloth.


What stupid mistakes. At that point I could only finish pouring in the filo petal extract with more caution, continue, and hope the product turned out well. With everything added, the mixture once again needed to be moved over the fire until the now bronze concoction turned a smoky-translucent shade of greenish-yellow.


The mixture shortly changed color, but then proceeded to fluctuate in its opacity. Theodore hadn’t mentioned anything of the sort, so I decided to be a little more patient before it settled into what looked to be the proper shade. Using <Prestidigitation>, I cleared out the thin film from the container for reeter sap before pouring in the newly completed Livewood oil.


Success! Probably. Discerning the success of a potion by eye wasn't something that could be done by a novice like myself. A small piece of wood would be fine to test it out, I cracked a branch from among my firewood, smearing a few drops across it.


The liquid didn't mystically move towards the wound, and the oil around the crack remained inert. That which sat on the exposed inside trembled, turning into a golden jello, before darkening to bronze and then brown. Small fibers slowly sprouted inside the liquid, but due to the misty nature of the oil I couldn't make out much else. Before long the split bound together the branch, leaving only a slightly lumpy area.Touching the newly regrown area, it emitted a faint warmth. A success then.


“Well,I'll be heading on now. Be sure to tell *Street Rat* and those other two I said hi.”


Little Big Guy looked like he wanted to say something, and one of the little ones giggled. Figuring I'd just spilled something on myself, I waved goodbye vigorously before vanishing back to the streets.


A/N:AHHHHHHHHHHH!!
            

    
        Chapter 27: Minor Inconvenience

    
    
    
    
                Unfortunately my speed was not what I had hoped, and lacked the time to properly sell my Livewood oil. I’d been in a rush to capitalize on my profit to get ready to make even more, but now that time ran out it would be better to invest in the future by gaining knowledge. I could also run the oil by him to make sure it worked, so as not to attain a swindler’s reputation.




Perhaps in that situation I should have been paying attention to the reputation that already existed for me.


Walking east, the crowds weren't particularly stifling and I easily shifted between the pedestrians and carts. Considering the population density of a real city, sprinting through this sort of area would be a piece of cake. So when a leg interposed itself in my path, and the shoulder followed into my subsequent course correction, even in my tumblr to regain balance I avoided hitting anyone. 


It helped that the small stretch of street I found myself on had a lower density, but I quickly realized there was a quick increase near the edge. The river of people flowed around the obstacle of myself and the familiar looking man


I was bad with names, but sure I'd never learned his in the first place, he probably wasn't someone worth noticing. By his rough and dirty clothes, and scar across his somewhat squat(but still decent) face, he fit the image of a thug. And where would this thug have come from in Glaucen but the old city? 


Oi, the way you're fiercely staring me down, how bad is the public order here? Look, I can see several Disciples off in the distance! I guess that’s only because of my height, but nevertheless this place needed some real law enforcement. You members of the church may be everywhere, but if none of you are out patrolling, what’s maintaining order? Some poor tourist will get mugged!


“Mage, you think you can come and go as you please?” Thug crossed his arms and squared his chest before me. Definitely trying to intimidate me, but for what reason I didn't know.


“Ehh, I’m pretty sure you have me mistaken for someone else.” Rubbing the back of my head, I recalled my ponytail. That had been a bad choice of words, because from the outside that would seem like such a lie. Those not moving past the scene with all speed had been uncertain whether to side with the mage or the ruffian, and given their reaction it looked like I just lost a lot of supporters. 


Those of Glaucen needed to have more pride as law abiding citizens. I went, followed the rules and got a haramaki; I was definitely the one in the right!


“Hah! Sure, it must have been some other Brannish mage sneaking about Ghel Square. You're coming back with me to see the boss. You can talk to him about it; obey the Poran!” Thug confidently shouted out, and despite not reaching for his weapon, he stepped back into a fighting stance. I racked my brains and recalled poran blood and hooves. The poran was a carnivorous horse with three sections to its front legs.


Obviously a man-eating horse wasn't requesting my presence(though after thinking of Ruffles I just deemed it highly improbable.) Going by the nervous look in the eyes of the spectators, The Poran were likely a criminal organization of some sort. Probably a big one, if general public knew the name, and from Street Rat’s story, the backing or at least tacit approval of a Disciple.


“I really don’t have any business with you Poran,” Trying to back out of the confrontation, another poor choice of words flowed off the tongue. With a growl Thug grabbed his weapon and stepped forward, and I back. 


“You don't really need your hands to talk, do you? In fact won’t everyone be safer if you just let me cut them off?” Great, he was definitely coming for me. The audience didn't seem sympathetic to my plight either, mages really didn't have a good standing. Some people were cheering for thug as he readied to rush forward.


…


What’s not right?


This may have only been in my head, but that is still a sort of experience. Within or without, humans still make the same kinds of actions. As Thug hesitated, I looked him in the eyes, which I hadn't done to appear meek and back away. Since conflict was guaranteed, I gazed forward to see his eyes flicker off of me.


Seemingly drawing the broken goblin spear out from my hand, I was now armed with a crappy wooden staff. Casting <Dazzle>, I tried being clever and charged forward as a feint. Thug and I were still a bit away, so there was distance to stop and swivel outside his range. A crack resounded, and I was left with half a poor wooden spear’s haft.


The bait worked, and I heavily impacted a goon that had emerged from the crowd. With Thug’s wandering gaze, it could hardly be called an ambush. In the end, I'd been too caught up in the first stage of success. Though the hit was solid, the shoddy haft was what broke. Only a little winded, Goon slashed at me.


From the many VR games, I’d accumulated some experience dodging. Every system has its limitations and augmentations though, and more importantly I didn't have any practice dodging with the body at hand. The result being a solid, but not deep cut across my left arm, approximately 6% damage.


Without time between I lept to the side, avoiding Thug. Following that I dove hard, skidding across the stone ground for 2% damage as a third ruffian appeared, almost grazing me with his dagger. 


Three on one? I call foul!


Heh, but be it skill, strength, or numbers, if you're destined to lose you will. As someone who forges his own destiny, why would I give victory to you nameless thieves?


<Death Sense>

“<Dazzle>!” Best not to use a spell I hadn't listed, so I silently cast before aiming another <Dazzle> at Thug. Charging him again, a <Mage Hand> pulled at Goon’s pant legs. Though the force was weak, it was enough to overextend his stride and force him to fall into splits position. There was no crack, but the thud and howl of pain was satisfactory for the moment.


But if the enemy lacks healers, it’s best to put the DPS totally out of commission. Since I didn't really want to kill anyone, I just landed my running kick across his chest, sending him him flying. Two or three feet backwards.


Still a wizard, such a physical feat shaved off a fifth of my stamina, and though I expected it, the pavestones impacted my chest again. 4% decrease due to poor rolling form, and I also felt my hitpoints decrease when I landed my kick, but sensing my health was still fairly vague. 85% left was still more than enough for these mobs.


They were hesitating too much once the tables had turned. I played meatshield before, and they lacked the dedication to their moves. Ruffian only started moving again as I myself was rising from my fall. With both hands on the knife, it looked like he was going for solid hit to the abdomen.


As if I would just let him hit me, even if all I was wielding was a stick. Shifting back, interposing Goon’s body between us upset his footwork. A thwack to the side and the haft partially fractured, failing to topple him. Turning with the thrust that approached, I ended up with a gash half a foot, 15% damage, nicking my haramaki, and wrecking my shirt. Instinctively, I knew I was [Bleeding], not just bleeding, but it the rate of decrease was tolerable. Since my intestines were still inside my abdominal cavity, all in all the wound was superficial.


That much damage did send me slightly reeling, and dropped my Stamina by around 10% as well. Ruffian relaxed too much after the strike though, and I almost managed to sweep his legs out from under him. With a Strength of 8 though, I only managed to start to send him staggering forward. 


He wasn't my only target though, and after yet another <Dazzle> against Thug, I had a second to set up a solid elbow strike to his neck. Inhaling deeply, my body felt like it was warning me I approached the limit, but I knew that already. Landing a cheap shot on the concussed Thugs stomach, he keeled over.


Two down for the count, Ruffian assaulted me right as I finished Thug. He’d gotten in too close, and my pathetic excuse for a dodge was sloppy and late. Reflexively raising my left arm to absorb the blow, another significant slice landed. The strike exposed flesh, but surprisingly only dealt 8% damage. On the downside muscles were severed and again I knew this arm wouldn't be working for a while, debuff [Crippled-Moderate:Hit Point].


With both his shady comrades eating dirt, Ruffian entered a frenzy of slashes and jabs. Unrestrained, but fully focused on me, I doubted I could continue evading, striking, and retreating. Rage in his eyes, he didn't give me time to pause. My speed coming from being quick witted, Ruffian closed in on me.


Grappling, it wasn't as if he lost his sanity and still had sight of his mission. With his left hand he smashed us together, hitting his head on my chin for negligible damage. But of course his real intention was to pin me, and jabbed at my weak left arm. Tilting, I tried to keep the limb from being ruined for ages.


The hit landed, but in a spot just a shy better than permanently crippled.


58% more of my health vanished, causing me to involuntarily gasp. The knife was lodged in the side of the upper right, hitting my heart for quadruple damage and hitting other stuff on the way. From the damage taken, it wasn't a light hit, but as long as I wasn't too crippled, things were fine.


Besides, it was already game, set, match.


“*Tit for tat.*” In my good right hand, I jammed the rough goblin spearhead into his side. Minuscule, but constant damage to myself built up while gripping the blade tightly to stab him two more times, but nowhere vital of course. Choking and coughing up a little blood, Ruffian fell over.


“*Ahahaha! Only stab if you are prepared to be stabbed! Three on one and you lose to a wizard in melee combat! And a Level 1 at that! Your weakness is a disgrace, but at least you suffered defeat at my great hands!*”


Giving them each a solid kick to the gut, I judged combat to be over. Taking a few deep breaths, my mental state returned to being a sea of tranquility. Cutting off Goon and Thug’s shirts and taking their belts, I cinched myself together a roughshod bandage. It probably wouldn't work for a real body, but as long as the blood flow was being slowed, the already low severity of bleeding continued to decrease.


I thought about properly looting them, but they likely didn't have anything of value. Besides the crowd was backing silently away from the scene, at least those who hadn't screamed and fled already. Even as they tepidly retreated, they weren't removing their eyes from either myself or one of the Porans. The atmosphere hadn't turned bad at the moment, but in a moment the tension could snap, and someone would be struck.


Taking advantage of the calm, I withdrew the remaining Callus ointment in my possession. Rubbing it over my wounds sparingly, my hitpoints were coming back at an ever so slightly quicker rate. I guess if I can tank way more damage then it's only fair I'm not healed the same amount.


Luckily the act of tending my wounds didn't build up any more stress among the crowd. They continued to slowly disperse, with the occasional one finally deciding to get on with their life and move at a normal pace away. 


I too just wanted to get on with my day, and ambled towards Alchemist Alley. Going slowly enough boosted regeneration rates, but mostly I just wanted the bleeding to stop so I could take off my embarrassing hack job of a first aid treatment. With a few <Prestidigitation>s I cleaned myself up, so at least I didn't look all bloody and filthy.


People parted before me with looks that ran the gamut of emotions. Well, I guess there wasn't anything like romantic or familial love, probably no sentimentality either. People’s expressions were various, but only those applicable to the situation, but none of them blocked my way.


Once moving far enough away, the crowds no longer knew what had transpired and I had to move more carefully to get to Theodore's. So much time that could have been spent learning wasted.




A/N:AHHHHHHHHHHHH would like it if you commented on your opinions on the combat. I do vary things in the chapters I have written already (to 46), but I'd like to see what you guys prefer. The styles all have pros and cons, so just wondering what you all think.
            

    
        Chapter 28: (Alchemy Training Montage)

    
    
    
    
                I knocked on Theodore’s door normally, as thankfully my non-dominant hand was the one crippled. The walk over gave a good amount of time for [Bleeding] to stop and think about the nature of status effects. Hitpoints definitely ‘came first’, that is, what I was sensing wasn't just some mystical interpretation of my body’s state. Having full hitpoints meant being at 100%, full stop.


What really was curious was my ability to know instinctively what conditions were applied to my status. It acted like some clunky analogy to actual biological feedback, but that seemed redundant considering I still had a sense of pain and touch. Not that I would complain, it seemed much easier to grasp.


Like my hitpoints, mana, or stamina, I only really had a vague feeling of the effect. It was probably only my years of playing Underworld of Armok that let me identify how and when I could expect to be healed. [Crippled] is actually a large set of debuffs varying in their effects and the methods to heal them; overall they are connected by being a negative affliction as a result of physical action(as opposed to a curse, poison, or disease.) Classified as [Hit Point], as soon as my HP hit max, I’d be good as new. So long as I didn't get in another fight before then, the [Moderate] portion didn't really matter to me.


“Come on in. Oh, you’re here Alric! Good, good, good, I was wondering when you would show up.” Theodore had been in the process of gently examining several extracts that resided upstairs. At the sound of the door opening, he began chuckling, but quickly put on a concerned face. “You—agh, didn't I say to use the reeter sap as a base? And what’s happened to your arm?” 


My mentor seemed more exasperated than troubled, probably because the blood had all been cleaned up by magic. I suppose a bit was still leaking from my arm, but only an aesthetic amount to indicate I wasn't at full health. Some regularly cast <Prestidigitation>s took care of too much building up though.


“How did you know I used reeter sap, and wrongly at that?”


“It’s on your face and hands. Don't think you’re cleaning up any time soon though, it takes a few years to wear off naturally, and the only way to get it off includes an expensive ingredient.”


Half my mouth turned upside down as I realized my hands remained flecked with silver spots. Experimentally scratching at the surface, the chromatic splotches felt appropriately metallic. Like Theodore said there didn't seem to be any effect, my hands may have well been turned partially metal. Patting my face, there seemed to be an exceptionally large spot the size of an ID. Great. At least the shiny silver looked pretty cool.


“You were warned.”


“I thought you meant the balance of ingredients would just end up disturbed.”


“That too. Now what happened to your arm? There seems to be a bit too much blood.”


“Oh this? I just won’t be able to use it for a little while.” I shrugged. Debating whether to spill the details, I decided to do so. Who knew if those criminals were the sort to barge in during my lessons? “On a somewhat related note, what do you know about The Poran?”


“By Tias! What have you been doing? Is the skill of my successor destined to be proportional to their misfortune?” Theodore groaned and began grinding his hands through his hair. Old man, you're going to go bald like that.


“I really don’t know. The thug that came after me said something about being near a *Gear* Square or something. He wanted to take me to his boss, but that didn't sound like a good idea, so I got out of there.” Honestly I still hadn’t figured out what was going on. Perhaps they ‘owned’ a section of the old city that I casually walked through, but why that would warrant a visit with the boss escaped me.


“I should have just made you stay in the shop. That was Ghel Square, The Poran’s base of operations. Seeing you wander around, those idiotic scum probably thought you were an easy mark. Responding like that does seem a bit strange though, I don't know—Hold on, you said you got away?”


“Er, yeah. I knocked the three of them out. I also kind of stabbed one, is that going to cause any trouble?” These casual words turned Theodore grey. After a few moments he started moving again in tremors.


“Knocked them out? When you said you got away, I thought you meant you escaped! You knocked out three of The Poran’s men, and stabbed one of them?”


“To be fair, they stabbed me first.”


“Where do you come from that you can treat this so casually? Do you not…” The old alchemist rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Wait, of course you don't know anything about them. You seem calm, so you probably left and didn't make much a scene after, right?”


I nodded in affirmation as Theodore took some deep breaths and began to assess the situation. Depending on how large the Poran were, he might not have been blowing things out of proportions, but as a heretic in a fanatically religious state, it didn't seem all that worrying in perspective.


“Right, you cleaned yourself up with magic and walked off. The crowds probably weren't paying much attention to you when you reached this part of town. The Poran react quickly, but there won't be anyone who would remember you walking in here, or at least enough to know you're still here. I'll send Dom to deliver a letter to Castor, so he knows the situation. He won't mind altering his schedule to depart a little earlier.”


“Can you really say that for him? He seems like a good guy, but I don’t want to trouble him too much. It’s not like I wouldn't take up the offer, but I don't want to make him feel obligated to do so.” The way Theodore offered Castor’s services seemed slightly dismissive, like it was a matter of course to take advantage of such a nice guy. Lyssa did mention something along the lines that one shouldn't spare too much kindness, didn't she? The alchemist wasn't really looking down on the merchant, and his beliefs seemed more moderate than they were explained to me, but it still felt a bit overbearing. Castor provided a lot of food on the road, and gave a free lift, I didn't want to act exploitative. “Besides, I learned to speak in the village, I never learned to write Derrish.”


“Right, right, it slipped my mind. Despite your accent and occasional odd phrase, you do speak rather fluently. I thought someone like you would have picked up writing by now.”


“I’ve been meaning to, but never really found the time or means. There don't seem to be many written works in Derriad either.”


“True, aside from the Church and merchant organizations, it is rather difficult to purchase paper. There isn't much point to publishing anything other than records here. Luckily as the main alchemical supplier, I get an allotment from both the Church and Alchemist’s guild. We could make time for practice, keeping notes is important for the successful alchemist.”


“I’d much rather get through learning more about actual alchemy. I'll be returning to the village in the morning, and I won't have much use for it there.” Learning to read would be so helpful, but it was a skill I could theoretically learn anywhere with letters. Given the numerous languages I learned, if only in part, it wouldn't be impossible to decode with no help at all. Alchemy was just the opposite, and information relating to it would be able to improve my standing, while most citizens were able to get by without reading as well.


“That is true, but seems a bit too concerned with the immediate results. I suppose you can dictate a letter now, and if we have time later on a few ■Characters■.”


Right, I didn't know if the written language was phonetic, or logographic(you emotic fans, please remember the time period. That system would have no way of working, not that it ever did. I’m kidding~, seriously calm down.) I’d probably learn it a bit later in the day, so I didn't ask at the moment.


To no surprise, the parchment and writing utensil Theodore brought out were of low quality. Not making a fuss over it, I dictated a short letter to Castor as Theodore scratched away at the paper. As opposed to how he had phrased it, I made sure that Castor knew it was only a request and informed him of the situation. I could always make my own way out of town and meet up shortly after. 


As Theodore finished up writing, I brought out the Livewood oil.


“Before we start, would you check to see my results? Despite not listening, it does seem to have turned out properly.”


Theodore glanced over and took the small jug from me.


“It looks passable, but the container won't preserve it long.” The Livewood oil hardly rippled as the old man lightly tapped it before returning the jug to me. “I take it this was done with some tools of your own purchase? See, you really do have a gift for this.”


“There’s still quite a ways for me to go though.” I chuckled awkwardly, scratching at the metallic splotch on my left cheek. A gift? I was gifted with fortune at best. A character actually gifted in alchemy would be in a position far higher than mine. My skill hardly warranted my name.


“Ambitious, yet so strangely modest. I hope my teachings are good enough that you'll be able to show some pride by the end of them. Let’s start with the ingredients of the Ironeater salve…”


Diving into the lessons, I felt much more motivated that second time around. We started with what was needed for the salve to remove the reeter sap, but Theodore didn't go over the actual recipe. Even though he kept calling me modest for some reason, I was apparently too curious and prone to overreaching my abilities. He very thoroughly went over the disastrous consequences that could result from mishandling keichei cores(analogous to a fire sprite with mandibles, I guess). Due to all the warnings, the pace went more slowly at first, but dutifully learning it all, we went through ingredients faster and faster.


It’s not like we sounded like chipmunks rattling of descriptions, questions, and answers. Instead, Theodore spoke like a Venn diagram of numerous circles, and after a review of my Derrish conjunctions, we were hitting maximum speed.


It doesn't sound like much, but to be involved was a fairly entertaining and intense experience. Theodore seemed short on breath throughout, clearly listing ingredients by biome or potion before focusing on one, giving its description or properties, then moving to the next which shared similarities. My brain worked in overdrive, while perfectly fine with most of Derrish, the constant influx of names were absurdly difficult to categorize. To help, I did cheat a little and memorize several as variations of plants and materials from various games I played. So some of those with arbitrary nomenclature were mislabeled in my head, but the properties were memorized correctly.


After several hours, I informed Theodore my arm had recovered, and though he gave me an odd look, we shifted to practicing my physical skill. Amidst his cries of ‘Wrong!’ and ‘Do it over!’, he continued to lecture about other reagents and tools. The two of us got caught up in a positive feedback loop of trying to intensify my training. I sliced my hand into a [Crippled-Minor:Hit Points] state and Theodore reflexively yelled. He began to look bad about doing so, but I cut him off with a question as I bandaged it, and renewed the purely theoretical session. When I went back to processing the Yoll crystals, he went right back to demanding absolute perfection of my work.


In retrospect, I don't really remember much of Klutz’s presence that day. I probably should have felt a little bad for him, as he ended up doing a lot of menial work hauling and running to other stores to get materials Theodore wanted for my training. I vaguely recall him being more shaken than usual, it’s doubtful he would ever want to go through such training. When told to find Castor to deliver the letter, the rabbit fled out of the shop.


Theodore and I became too engrossed in the task, and only when the master himself spilled a jar of tyourous fibers that began trying to meld with the floor did we skid to a halt. Made of some sort of grey solid air, it was just heavier than neutral buoyancy, and when they writhed around they bounced several inches into the air. 


As a catalysts, they could bind and ruin all sorts of materials, so the two of us carefully used crystal water. A synthetic fluid that needed to be carefully stored, alchemists who worked with more dangerous materials kept it around. Upon contact with basically anything, it solidified and turned what was within the fluid into a semi-crystalline form as well. Not something you want to stick your hand in, but tyourous fibers tend to merge with things and keep on shaking, usually breaking them apart.


After controlling the minor calamity, my hands were tried to tell me they were sore, though no intrinsic messages informed me. Theodore started coughing a little, and his voice suddenly turned hoarse, taking this chance to try and give up.


“Even if you retain a tenth of what you learned today, I doubt anyone’s learned so much in a single day.”


“Haah~, to be fair, we did go long into the night.”I took a satisfied breath inwards. My Stamina had actually been falling intermittently during processing. “Given all that work I hope I remember it.”


A moment of silence fell as we collected ourselves.


“Well Apprentice Alric, you’ll be leaving in just a few hours. No point wasting them is there? You keep saying you have ‘no talent’ for this, so you'll need to make up for it with hard work.”


Groaning with a smile, the two of us snacked on some of the edible reagents before continuing on until dawn.
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        Chapter 29: Back to Start

    
    
    
    
                “It’s disappointing that you won’t be able to return more frequently. I think that’s the most excitement I've had in ages.”


“That may be so, but I doubt either of us could sustain that pace for long. You'll cause yourself harm if you act like that too often.”


“You know where to find the Morris Guild correct? Along the eastern wall? It would probably be better to travel along the wall as well. The Doreth, Radier, and Kereth guilds are more hostile to mages than most.”


“I'll keep it in mind and tread cautiously.” Dawn was about to break, and once again Theodore reiterated his warnings. Earlier in the day, or rather yesterday, Klutz had returned from delivering the letter to Castor, and brought back a message from him saying to meet with him around dawn. Though Castor wasn't officially part of the Morris Guild, they accepted him in their territory due to various favors he’d done for them. If I mentioned his name, I'd be able to find him quickly, even if I didn't know the area.


“Be sure to find time to come back. You're far more promising than I could have hoped. As your duty as my successor, don't go dying!” The scene wasn't one where we were tearing up, but there sentiment of well wishing was strong. A mentor like this did give a strong desire to stay, but there were still duties to fulfill back in Salt Village.


“Dying isn't on my schedule, don't worry. I'll be putting what you've taught me to good use in the meantime; your work will already be making a name for itself.”


“Bah, in that little place? The only reason it has a name is because of their folly—”


“I'm on my way now. Treat *Kl*—Dom well.” Knowing the old man could chatter on about his opinions of things for ages once he got going, I forced an exit from the store. Alchemist Avenue remained vacant, the sun had not yet risen, and there didn't seem to be any alchemists who had returned from the residential district. Compared to how quickly I was gaining knowledge of brewing, my knowledge on fellow practitioners was surprisingly lacking. All I knew of them were Theodore's complaints of their methods.


Not much to do about it less than an hour before departure.


Heading east after activating <Graverobber's Footsteps>, I followed the irregular wills that possessed my legs, dancing my way over to the mercantile district. I kept a sharp eye out for the Poran, thinking that they wouldn't just let the events of the day before pass, but it seemed as though they hadn't gotten information on my whereabouts or were too slow to act. My suspicious self found the way among the depot to be stopped by a well armed patrol of four.


“Hey! You over there, stop! Mage!”


“Err, good morning there.” Starting with an awkward greeting, I presented myself as non-threatening. “You wouldn't happen to be part of the Morris guild, would you?”


“Ah, er, yes, or no. We've been hired to guard the Morris docks in Glaucen.” The guards still looked at me warily, but one was already getting caught up in the mood of an embarrassingly simple mistake. Apparently ‘not seeming like a wizard’ really helped out sometimes.


“Neat, good, uh, do you know where Castor and Ruffles are set up? I'm hitching a ride with them, and they should be leaving soon, so I should be, you know, finding them and stuff.”


“Yeah, they're right around that way, near the Benser’s edge.”


“No, doesn't he usually stop towards the wall?”


Mumbling, the guards as a whole argued among themselves where Castor had parked this time around. They all sounded so unsure of what they said, when just a moment ago they'd been confidently ordering me to halt. I guess as guards they usually didn't have to be anything other than meatheads and musclebrains, but the ease in which I got them muddled up was a bit depressing.


“Er, I mean, if you don't know I might be able to find around where he could be. If it gets too late if I run, I could probably catch up with him on the road after a few hours.”


“Uh, just try over to the left I guess. He sometimes leaves his cart around there.” Embarrassed by holding up someone who was lost, then the four of them failing to give directions, I was sheepishly directed to the left(coming from the south, and the Morris guild’s designated area being along the east wall, this pretty much encompassed everything.)


‘Following’ the directions of those shameful guards, I headed to where Castor was in minutes. Of course I knew beforehand where to go. Castor awaited along with another face I’d not seen in a while.


“Good morning Castor! Good morning Corsair, I trust you've gotten everything that Pan requested without trouble?”


“I don't see why you would care, but yes.”


“Good morning to you as well Alric! No worries at all about your situation, I understand mages aren't too well liked. I had a hunch myself, you aren't like most magicians around these parts, but between you and your friend, something was special about you two.”


“Friend? Oh yeah, Dracule Mihaaa…”Aaah? No way? He was a fan of the oldies? And his manner of dress...don't tell me that a cosplaying otaku was the main character! No wonder I didn't have any easy to solve quests, all the proper narratives must be being hogged up by that guy. “Er, Dracule Michaels. Not that I would know anything about him. Also could you do me a favor and just not mention him? There are some less than optimal circumstances in the world.”
Somehow there was a way to partially salvage the situation, but Castor acted receptive enough to the request. Really, there was no other course of action that guy would take other than the right one. If he stopped being a merchant, I have no doubt he would have out-heroed me.


“Less than optimal circumstances. There sure are, but I doubt what you're thinking of is as bad as it could be.” Oh yes, the weather is lovely. No, I didn't have any troubles during my trip either, thank you for asking. Seriously Corsair? We've hardly said anything to each other, how have I managed to gain your impotent enmity already?


These sorts of thoughts do belie that my nature is not that of a hero. I try my best though, and that's what’s important(at least so I hope).


“Indeed, I could think of much worse circumstances for the both of us, but such is a futile exercise. It would be better to recognize the actual troubles at hand. Speaking of which, shall we depart Castor? I'd feel awful if we were to stay too long and bring I'll fortune on your head.”


“Not to worry, the guards for the caravans don't take kindly to intruders in this area. We can start out all the same, there will be plenty of time to talk on the road.”


With that we returned to the road, towards Medean and Salt Village. Corsair kept quiet, except for the occasional venomous quip, and I chatted vigorously with Castor. I told him of some of my adventures and time with Theodore, and even began giving asides to Ruffles myself.


The journey still took eight days, and the merchant had much more to speak of than I. To keep your knowledge at pace with the me of that time, and omit a great deal of droll question and answer sessions, I shall distill the informative content of that journey into several expository blocks.


First, we spent quite a bit of time talking about the Morris guild and guilds in general. This was a subject of my own interest, since heading into Glaucen, the church seemed more and more encompassing. It was a bit difficult to see how guilds were able to turn a profit when the church seemingly controlled all resources at the source.


Turns out that the reason people need not surrender all their belongings is because they have choosey overlords. The Grand Cathedral of Derriad requested at least half of the most skilled individuals from each Chapter, as well as a quota of rare herbs, potions, ores, and imbued weapons. In turn, the capital of each Chapter requested these things from the various districts, and the districts were each set up to focus on producing one or two of these things to send to the Chapter capital. The district we were currently in produced soulsteel(I'll note something here that is a bit lost in translation. There are multiple words for soul in Derrish; each carrying a different sort of ‘flavor’. For example, one of the words for soul reflects fiery-ness, and that’s also the Derrish equivalent of hothead. This particular soul was not the neutral one, but one that implies water, so it may be better to refer to it as aquasteel.)


All this means, that aside from taking the occasional pound of flesh, the church let free trade do its thing. They even greased the wheels of commerce in some cases, like escorting merchant caravans that would eventually result in the aquasteel they needed to produce. Such was the official stance that the church on whole took.


Of course there were still the individual members who took advantage of their status to try and gain a cut. But they couldn't go too far, lest they irk the higher ups by potentially disturb the chain of production.


From the topic of guilds, Castor then switched the discussion to something worrisome, as if I didn't already have enough on my mind. Apparently even though the taxes were seemed high, the rate quoted to me by Dann was only during normal times. Recently, the amount of silver that needed to be handed over had climbed about 1.5 pieces, and the merchant expected it to rise further still. Conscription rates were likewise on the rise, though such a thing probably wouldn't reach a backwater like Salt Village for a while yet. Not paying attention to the idea of a GDP, the church felt it more suitable to conscript wealthier, yet superficial, professions like dyers and artisans before poorer farmers.


They weren't likely to show up in the area situated between two major cities, but in times like these banditry became more prevalent. The way this meshed with the defector’s religion was by describing it as an expression of strength. Castor really was very thoughtful and observant, going so far as to realize that I needed an explanation for this sort of thing. The more rural the area, the less orthodox the population would be. To combat this, the church sent out Disciples and Clerics to travel among the outskirts of the civilized areas and with large caravans. Castor himself showed me a newly formed scab on his arm, only in town every three weeks, he was sure to attend the services.


I spent a bit of time talking to Castor about Tiaism, and his view of it. He seemed to realize that his education in the subject was a bit lacking, and was thus not very confident in his responses. However his own view seemed to lack many of the principles of sacrifice that Lyssa and the architecture around the temple suggested. Castor had a very moderate view of his station in life, higher than many, but far lower than any real amount of power; he didn't feel as if his own strength really met the qualifications to sacrifice more. Giving his blood to the church was just one of those little things he could do, as he himself didn't need to do much in the way of physical activity, and anemia was present in some manner in this world.


One or two days after bringing up his rate of religious attendance, I realized something. Three weeks was the time it took not for his entire route, but to go from Glaucen to Medean. Days were shorter here(about 21 hours) but we still covered at least 20 miles daily. At minimum, that’s 420 miles. Excuse me?


Previously, I had assumed we were living in a large world, but 420 miles still seemed excessive, so I tried getting some clarification. Turns out I was wrong again!


Apparently, to even out these shorter days, weeks were 8 days long, meaning the distance was at least 480 miles. Castor continued upending my perception by pointing out that Glaucen and Medean were actually fairly close together. Turns out when I thought Derriad was a bit bigger than Russia, that estimate only referred to the district we were in. Not even the whole Chapter!


“*Oh little magus, you think this is all there is? I've never seen one who sees the pursuit of truth as his life be so willfully ignorant…*” I vaguely recalled some lines from somewhere. This world was just so large, perhaps the whole country was just a frog in the bottom of the well.


“What was that?”


“Nothing…” I still had many years to explore the rest of the world. Look at the now, don't be dazzled by infinity.


I knew I could reach beyond the seemingly infinite borders of Derriad one day. I just had to put one foot in front of the other, and soon I'd be walking out their door.
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        Chapter 30: The Answer was Inside Me the Whole Time

    
    
    
    
                It was midday when we finally reached the village. Corsair stepped off the cart, unloading a crate of various metal building materials, mostly nails and such. Castor and I exchanged our farewells.



“Take care will you? Theodore really took a liking to you, and I'll have a hard time if I bring him any bad news.”



“You don't have to worry about it, I'm a rather resilient fellow. Don't have Ruffles work too hard yourself.” The horse gave me whinny seeming amused, Castor laughed along with him.



“Haha, don't worry, we've been on this route for ages. We’ll see each other in time, until then!” The chipper merchant and his clever horse resumed their travel, plodding across the stream. Traveling with them was rather relaxing.



Huh, actually, watching them depart, they seemed to be moving quite slowly. Filtering the information I’d gathered , I slapped my face. Given the hours and speed Castor moved at, going on foot would have been superior in both respects. My Inventory could carry all the supplies I needed as well. 



In reality, it was a good thing that the realization came a little too late. This way, I'd learned a lot more about the world and was introduced to Theodore. Journeying itself was a pleasant experience as well. In the future though, I would likely have to sacrifice that for efficiency. At least this first time was enjoyable.



Now to the matter of the village. Pan had come out to meet with us, wearing a neutral expression. Looking to Corsair, he nodded in approval at the sight of the supplies. Acting surprisingly content with the silent praise, I was a little confused about what made him so happy. As far as I had seen, Corsair had been embodying a surly teen; eh, I could play psychologist later.



To me, Pan started looking in anticipation. From that look, Ria’s condition probably started to decline slightly, and was praying for a ray of hope. He acted like with the approach of the paladins tragedy was inevitable just a few weeks ago. I guess that the parental desire for one’s children to do well just can't be suppressed.



My gains over the course of the trip didn’t include any direct cures, and Pan seemed to have raised his hopes up higher than I would have liked. Still, it wasn’t as though I returned with nothing; after all, trying to find something for Ria was the impetus for the journey.



“They lacked what I needed to act in my area of expertise, but I made acquaintances with an alchemist during my stay. He informed me of some of the local reagents that grow in this area. I was unable to purchase alchemical tools of quality, but with my abilities I should be able to make a few of the simpler salves that may be able to help.”



“There’s still nothing?” Pan spoke more to himself than to me, casting his gaze downward. “Perhaps my expectations were too high, of course even a mage wouldn’t know about this strange disease.”



“Don’t sound so dejected, not all is lost just yet! It’s not as if her condition grows worse, and she is young as well. There is still plenty of time to find a cure. Even in this relatively obscure region, I’m sure I’ll be able to find something.” I confidently asserted to Pan without a shred of hard evidence to back it up. Perhaps I did know nothing of the disease, but that didn’t mean I could do nothing about it. Her condition had been improving during my stay, had it not? “I’ll go and check up on Ria now. There’s no need to worry at this point in time.”



“I hope that is the case. There are only about five weeks before the paladins arrive to collect taxes and bless the village. Please keep in mind that this is not your homeland, and she will not be looked upon with mercy.”



That fact had been becoming more and more apparent to me as of late, and was one of the things not likely to slip my mind any time soon. Pan gave me one last look before we went our separate ways into the village. Time to see how Ria fared without the daily magical care.



Returning to the shack on the outskirts at the village, it felt somewhat homey, but I was once again reminded of its poor quality. The wood seemed to be in a constant state of splintering, Livewood oil would help with that, but I didn’t exactly have the amount needed to cover the door, much less the whole house. Splinters were really only a problem if you run your hand all over them, the poorly fitted walls would let in wind, rain, bugs, all manner of things that walls are supposed to keep out. Perhaps I shouldn’t have thought so poorly of the Bloody Goblin Ear. No, just because this place is terrible, doesn’t mean that inn wasn’t bad.



Given the ramshackle nature of the hut, it was a pleasant surprise to see that Ria appeared to be not too much worse for wear. Naturally, I did have to fire off a few rounds of <Prestidigitation> to clean things up; but after activating <Death Sense>, the faint green aura I took to represent illness had not returned. Her breathing did seem a bit fainter than I recalled, but not by much, and <Death Sense> revealed nothing to indicate her health would decline any further. Not that its results were to be taken as gospel, but it remained the best tool I had to play doctor with.



“Heyo Ria, the doc is back. Are you gonna wake up and tell me how you’ve been in the care of your pops?” Slipping my arm around her back, I helped prop her up. She was much slower to react than usual, only stirring slightly. “Hello? *I just went on a two week long trip for you, you can at least make an effort.*”



I proceeded to get no real response from the girl. This called for drastic measures! Shifting her towards the center of the bed, and leaning back a little so we didn’t thump heads, I slowly moved to touch her horns.



“*Boop.*” Providing my own sound effects I felt something different this time around, my Mana had dropped a negligible amount and was pretty much instantly restored. Hey, what’s this? No time to think on it in the moment, Ria awoke.



“Eep!”



“Good, quick, I’m the Doctor, how are you feeling?” If I went by the measurements from last time, we only had a few dozen seconds. Of course, since I could detect mana leaving me, I guessed the duration would be longer, but how much time could one mana really provide?



“Uh, fine, um...Doctor. Less, less itchy?” She appeared a bit startled, but that wasn’t all too surprising. Fine is good and less itchy...yes, it did seem as though she was reaching the end of her shedding period. At least for the moment. While most of her skin had turned a dazzling red color, looking more towards her torso and neck revealed the orangish tint was growing deeper and spreading. “D-d-doctor…”



“Ah! Running out of time, tell me if this is uncomfortable.” I lightly moved to tap one of her horns, which she seemed to reflexively turn away from. Well, since I was holding her up with one of my arms, she couldn’t really avoid it. As I touched the smooth surface of the horn, she let out another small yelp. However my mana didn’t deplete this time, and her time seemed to have run out.



Hmm, I really needed to find a way to actually get her up longer. 20 seconds wasn’t long enough to explain anything. I could gather that it seemed like one mana provided 10 seconds of clarity and an equal amount of fuzzier reactions. The mana needed to be taken in all at once though, and immediate repetition of the process didn’t seem possible.



I also didn’t feel 100% certain on if I wanted to continue using that method to awaken her. It always led to her jumping about, and couldn’t tell what it represented. Using the information gathered thus far, I pondered over the illness and its properties.



I immediately connected the dots to Ralph’s OGP friend Fern, who ended up temporarily devoid of magic. Whatever afflicted Ria either fed, or was combated by magic. I leaned towards the side of fed, the progression of the color on the skin didn’t seem to diminish or slow, and may have in fact been accelerated. Though outwardly an illness, from her vitality when supplied with magic, as well as the story of the man OGP and Fern met, it wasn’t impossible that it could be present with the adverse effects mitigated. The only problem with that being it might be like a dependency she could build up a tolerance to. Or since she seemingly weakened without my presence, without a supply of mana, she would wither away. And there was nothing that prevented both of these cases from being true.



Let’s hear a hip hip hooray for ignorance, the MVP of halting progress, right up there with apathy.



Though it wasn’t like I totally lacked a route of progress. Tagalong Girl had some sort of ability to visualize mana, and though I didn’t know the extent to which it could do so, it was yet another possible path to discovery. I did need to find her though, but that wouldn’t be too hard. She followed Rion, and Rion…



Where did Rion get to anyways? I didn’t deal much with him after learning to speak Derrish, the little pest and I didn’t really get along. Probably out commanding his band of merry men, those slacker children usually played around in the river, or vanished to who knows where. Really, those children should help out around the village more than just occasionally fishing.



Making sure Ria wasn't suffering any grossly apparent negative effects, I stepped out of the house to go searching for the little ones. The task didn't take long given the small nature of the village, and quickly found the children hopping amongst what appeared to be a makeshift lumberyard. Ross and Troy must have really been at it over the past two weeks.



A pit had been dug up to make it easier to cut the trunks into usable boards, and the children were using one of the remaining logs as a bridge. It looked like the earth here was soft dirt, and the drop was only a few feet; but I noticed a couple of the kids looked a bit filthy and banged up, Tagalong Girl among them.



Observing from afar she seemed rather normal, if a bit shy. Only stepping up if given a slight push, she crossed the chasm swiftly as possible. She didn't seem all too nervous and it wasn't showing off, was she just trying to get it over with? Interactions with the others slight, but still there, she did act only half a step in the realm of childhood.



Tagalong Girl wanted to leave, but it was just a whim. In this scene, her distance from the others may have been part of the reason, but I felt it was something else more profound. The way she stuck near Rion was definitely manipulative, trying to make sure that he knew she was by his side, and she watched his reaction to some of her almost slip ups.



Manipulative, isolated, perhaps just poor at understanding, in the end they weren't things I cared about. If she wanted out of this village, I would oblige her and make sure no ills befell her before she had some measure of self sufficiency. For now though, what interested me were her eyes.



“I hope Ross and Troy are allowing you little rugrats to mess around with their stuff.”



“Alric!” The kid who shouted my name isn't one I introduced before. Ronnie was Hannah’s brother’s(Simon) kid. Just some people I'd helped out a bit when I had nothing to do, and Ronnie liked watching me work magic. His enthusiasm helped break the ice.



I played around with the kids for a bit, giving Tagalong Girl the occasional knowing glance to meet up later. For some reason, she looked a little shaken by my presence. But with a subtle nod of acknowledgement, she got the memo. I devoted a few hours to play along the log bridge, ‘you shall not pass’ and all that.



Led by the mischievous Rion, I ended up tackled off the log and into the dirt a few times. Despite his personal dislike of me, the others thought it all in good fun, and didn't mind too much when I returned the favor.



Eventually the seemingly infinite vitality of the children began to run dry, and I cast a few <Prestidigitation>s on each before sending them home. Rion gave me a sour look for dismissing his group, but whatever. 



It was nice to be back.
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        Sidestory 30.1: The Cautious Rogue

    
    
    
    
                “I’m telling you, there’s no proof either either way. Going after him is outside our jurisdiction and a waste of manpower.” Somewhere within the dank slums of Glaucen beneath the ancient streets of the old city, a man with a dashing face spoke to his peers. Truly blonde hair, unlike the light brown of many of the populace, he kept it clean and several inches long. On his angular, but not harsh face, two radiant blue eyes were symmetrically set on either side of his nose. Of all the things in the setting of the clandestine meeting, he was doubtless the most appealing. Not that the dark and filthy room, or his scarred companions made for any real competition.




“Damn it Harsier! You think that shit’s going to fly with the boss?” Dom roared, pounding his fist with enough force to shake the wooden table they sat around. “We worked for months to get that core, we need to do something to get it back and soon!”


“You’re far too quick to act, that’s why you have such an ugly, scarred face.” The third member of the table spoke with a venomous tongue, chiding the head of The Poran’s brute squad. “But Harsiar, you should realize that not everything can absolute. He is correct that we need to retrieve the core. Even if there is no proof, we need to pursue all possible leads before it truly escapes our grasp.”


“Just like you to take the middle road. You’re too indecisive, there are times to act and times to hold back. We only have so much manpower, and taxes are rising. Our focus should be on making sure we meet the expenses already in place, not creating additional ones.” Harsiar, the head of The Poran’s information gathering and thieving divisions, had a head for math and kept a close eye on the organization’s ledgers. Near the top, he fully recognized that criminal businesses like theirs didn’t create goods, only redistributed them. They were kept around as a hand in the shadows for the church and guilds that could afford them, but with the possibility of a war, well, they weren’t exactly a stable asset.


For Harsiar, the top priority of The Poran was to keep him out of that sort of trouble, with delivering him a comfortable life a close second. The organization wasn’t built around him though, so he naturally extended those priorities to those above and at the same level as him. They certainly had spent a great deal on acquiring the core, but with it lost and its whereabouts unknown, it would be throwing good money after bad.


“Hmmph! Then what do you have in mind Stanamore? We agree that we need the core back, and you’re the one who plans things, so how do you expect us to get it back?”


“Agree with you? Hardly, I was merely pointing out that you were both acting foolishly. I do take the correct side that Harsier just happens to be on.”


“Slimy bastard, why don’t you speak clearly? You said it yourself, we need to retrieve the core!”


“You imbecile, that’s our goal in the longer term. We can’t afford sending out entire search parties.”


“More, I swear if you don’t abide by what you advise, I’ll make sure the next time you wake up, it will be without a tongue.”


“Silence.” A new voice echoed off the brick walls of the basement. The only piece of furnishing with any quality at all in the secluded room was the sturdy wooden door, reinforced with bands of metal. In the heat of the argument the clicking of the lock had gone unheard, and a small and thin person appeared in the frame.


“Boss.” The three heads of The Poran greeted the figure in unison, ceasing their bickering. Stanamore got up to lock the door behind their boss, this time engaging the numerous deadbolts and chain locks along it.


“We will be searching for the core. The mage’s presence in Ghel Square may have been coincidence, but it is still worth following up. If we can force him to join The Poran then all the better.”


“He defied us, first by walking through our territory and then by fighting off our men. Even if the first may be understood as the act of a foreigner, his actions in the second case were far too unpredictable.”


“I thought you were just saying that not everything can be absolute?”


“I’m against it as well, he injured our men badly. There’s no place for him among The Poran…”


“I don’t care what your opinions are.” The already cold underground dropped by a few degrees, and a wave of terror swept over the three seated around the table. Stanamore stilled his rattling tongue, and Dom clenched his fists, like an animal preparing to fight. Harsiar didn’t experience the full weight of the fear this time, but having experienced it before, couldn’t help but try and imagine how he might escape. “I am in charge here. Harsiar, send two groups skilled in abduction and questioning after him. Given his abilities, make sure they don’t lack combat skills of their own.”


“Yes boss. I have several groups that fit that criteria perfectly.” Harsiar responded in affirmation to their cold leader.


“In the meantime, use half of your men to scour the city. It will be a joint operation with Stanamore to discover if there were any other powers at work. The mage may have been framed, see how the rest of the underworld is reacting. Stanamore, ask your merchant friends about possible news of another core while the information is being gathered. So long as the organization survives, you must retrieve it at any cost. Only once we have the other core in hand is this order rendered void.”


“Yes boss.” Stanamore wisely kept from voicing any complaints he had.


“As for you Dom, begin doubling down on collecting what is owed us. Ten or twenty percent should suffice. Those with outstanding debts should be ‘shipped out’, and further increase the rates of those taking out loans. Don’t totally destroy our long-term investments, but we need to survive the short term first.”


“Yes boss!”


“Now on to the regular matters…”


For the next hour or so, Harsiar and the others discussed the more mundane manners of The Poran. Dom’s enforcers had been breaking a few more limbs than usual as taxes, and thus prices, and loans had risen. Stanamore’s schemes had been upended once or twice by the increase in bandits, but of course he had long since hedged his bets and ended up bringing a greater profit than usual to the company. Harsiar and his men more or less kept pace with the changes for the moment.


At the end, the three handed over all their proceeds to the boss, who then returned their share. They gratefully accepted what they received, which had been calculated by the boss’ perception of their reports. Even if they found the amount only mediocre, they didn’t have any hidden away. Which of them would dare to skim funds from him?


After which, they let the boss leave first, and remained a little while longer. Stanamore left first, leaving Harsiar and Dom. Oil lamps flickered, the unpleasant smell of the fuel still preferable to that of the rest of the underground. Dom repeatedly jabbed at the table leaving mark after mark; he was probably why the thing was in such poor condition.


“How are they?” In a low voice, Dom eventually decided to speak. Harsiar sighed. They all genuinely disliked each other, but in the end there was still a bond of fellowship, however tenuous.


“Jordan and Rickert will recovery, they only really suffered a few bruises. Taylor on the other hand...he’s expected to live, but a full recovery isn’t guaranteed. It’s not even sure that a healing incantation would do any good.”


“Where in Kunocht did that mage come from?” Slamming the dagger for the last time into the table, the blade snapped. Dom’s absurd strength and constant abuse finally pushed the thing past its limits and ended up holding only a handle while the blade remained lodged in the wood. “Taking out three men, and he hardly used any of his devilish magic! If he is brought back here, I’ll be sure to repay him twice over!”


“From what I gather, pain doesn’t seem to affect him.” Harsiar could only see Dom as a fool, as soon as the boss left, he was right back to acting defiant. Well, in the end it didn’t seem like he would actually act on those emotions. Instead, he worried about the foreign mage as well. “Everyone at the scene described him as calm throughout, totally silent aside from his spells until the very end. Despite gaping wounds that all were able to see, he didn’t cry out once until struck in his own chest down to the hilt. Even then that was a ploy to finish Taylor.”


“If pain won’t work then there are other ways to break a man. I’ll find them, and make him wish he’d gotten on his knees to lick my boots instead of resisting.”


“For some reason, I doubt that will work either.”


The thought of it all gave Harsiar the shivers. Sure he’d heard, and even seen in some cases, the excessive resilience of members of the Church. Blows meant to leave gashes left slight lines, infernos turned the skin slightly red, deadly poisons barely slowed them. They shrugged of attacks like a boulder.


The foreign mage on the other hand...when he was cut he bled. It seemed bleeding was the only effect of the wounds. In the reports, the mage’s arm was able to be crippled, but even that didn’t stop his fighting, or slow him down at all. What sort of madman lets a dagger impale him to the hilt just for a counterstrike? To walk it off as though nothing happened just one or two minutes afterward, whoever it was could only be described as a monster.


The fight hadn’t fazed him in the least, he’d just gone on his way. Even if he didn’t know who The Poran are, how could he be used to being put in a life and death situation? It was as if he half expected them, and considered it a normal situation! More so than the rest, Harsiar felt like they absolutely needed to keep from engaging with him in hostilities.


Dom felt the opposite, and wanted revenge for the incapacitation of his subordinate.


“Craven bastard, do you think he’s Tias himself? He’s just a mage. Tell me once you’ve dragged him back here so I can deal with him on my own.”


Harsiar watched as the burly and scarred brute stormed out of the basement. He continued to sit there, even as the lamps began to sputter out. In time darkness claimed the room, but the heads of The Poran were not so incompetent that he would be unable to find his way out. Instead he sat there, trying to think of who to send on the mission after that mage.


In the evening, he had six men, and one woman before him. Three from an abduction squad, and four from an information gathering and interrogation squad. The two groups cooperated on numerous occasions to capture and ‘negotiate’ with high profile merchants and guildmasters. In terms of combat potential, they could defeat a paladin or hold off several for half an hour. Not that they had a history of going up against The Church, that was merely the evaluation the boss had given them one day after hearing a report.


He gave them their orders.


“Find the foreign mage with the long dark hair in a ponytail. He wears rather simple clothes, and should have a crippled left arm, as well as a serious wound to the abdomen. The target seems to have a fantastic resistance to pain, so take that into account. His magical abilities are unknown, other than that he has the ability to magically clean his clothes and to temporarily stun his opponents for several seconds.

“When you find him, the primary task is to interrogate him and see if he knows where the location of the core is. If possible, we are also seeking to recruit him; forcibly if necessary. Whatever you do, use the utmost caution. He is unpredictable, don’t expect him to act normally.”


Now all he could do was wait, and hope that Stanamore found a core they could grab without great losses.
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        Chapter 31: IANAD but....

    
    
    
    
                Judging by the position of the sun, not that I possessed any other manner keeping time, there were a few hours yet before Ross and Troy got back to the village. In the meantime I would wait around to see if Tagalong Girl could slip away from the crowd. Leaning against the back of the shack where Ria slept, I ran over the vast array of facts Theodore had taught me.


I had managed to memorize over half of what had been presented, and roughly recalled a third, with only snippets of information on the remaining materials and directions. Considering the vast quantity of knowledge, it really was an impressive feat; good job me. Still, I didn't have the same amount of practical experience as my mentor did, and while I couldn't remember the totally forgotten, the organization and patterns were still being synthesized. Keeping the actual fantasy ingredients from seeping into my database and corrupting data was the main task at hand.


Mental actions like this aren't quite exciting, so I'll just say I meditated on my thoughts for a bit over half an hour.


“And whose footsteps do I hear approaching in the grass?”


I smiled and looked over to the side of the hut as Tagalong girl rounded the corner. She seemed excessively relieved when she caught sight of me this time, letting out a long sigh. 


“It’s good to see you returned.”


“Well the whole reason I left was to find a cure for Ria; it would be quite hard to help her if I didn't.”


“I just had the feeling that...you wouldn't come back.” 


“Aww, it’s nice of you to worry.” Getting up, I patted her head a bit before she shirked away, but not too far. I guess she’d rather travel with me than Rion. Well, I wasn't going to leave at the moment, and Ria needed better treatment. Down to business. “Tell me, how do those eyes of yours work? How much can you see?”


“They let me see mana. Do you not have them, even though you're a wizard?”


“I can only see strong forces and...sense its position within me. How do you see mana within other people? To what degree can you tell how much mana potential someone has?”


“It's nothing great, I can just see strands of light where lots of mana passes through.” Tagalong Girl’s speech was starting to become a bit unsteady under the questioning. Right, she probably didn't have the drive or opportunity to advance her abilities. I’m sorry for stressing you out little one.


“I see, I see. I'd like you to take a look at Ria a bit. There’s something about the affliction that is magical in nature. Your eyes would be helpful in discovering more about it.”


The girl just stood there in response, looking pensive. Odd, that didn't seem like too grand a request to me. Unable to read minds, I waited a bit longer for her decision. 


…


…


Okay, now you're just wasting time.


“Hey *Tagalong Girl*, what’s up? You're just kind of standing there. I'd really rather you just accept so we can get on with it.” Putting a hand on her back, I started herding her towards Ria, but encountered resistance. “Hmm, so you're not totally in the clouds?”


“Are you sure it’s safe to go near her?” 


“Sure-sure. It’s not infectious.”


“No, I mean is it safe to go near her?” Tagalong Girl reiterated her concerns. Then it was my turn to think for a few moments, though naturally I was much swifter in my mental processing. Yes, my intelligence far exceeded that of a small child, go me. In retrospect my thoughts really must have been idling to self-praise in such a manner. 


“Could it be that you actually think that Ria’s begun transforming into a demon?” The question was rhetorical, but a pause was left for her anyway. “Come now, have faith in my evaluation. If you plan on traveling with me, you should at least trust me this much, right?”


“If you say so, but be on your guard more than usual. There is little that I can do in the case of trouble.”


“Good girl! *Aniki* will keep you safe, no worries. Just listen to what I say and all will be just fine.” It seemed a bit of superstition built up, but at her core she seemed rather logical. A strange amalgam of childishness and logic; in the future I really would have to watch over her, lest she start doing something strange.


Pot calling the kettle black? Hush you, I at least have the ability to know where my strange actions will lead. They are on purpose, and that makes a great deal of difference!


“Eergh,” An uneasy noise crawled out the back of Tagalong Girl’s throat. “This smell is as bad as fish innards.”


“Oh, I have a rather poor sense of smell. Here, <Disperse Smell>.” With a wave of my hand, Tagalong Girl’s nose unwrinkled a bit. I hadn’t actually realized the hut smelled so malodorous. That was probably due to my long absence and lack of daily <Prestidigitation>s. Really, using straw for a mattress is such a poor idea. Sleeping on rocks is a perfectly comfortable alternative, and far less prone to becoming filthy.


“Right, so the procedure I’m about to undertake can’t be done in short order, so you’ll need to pay close attention. There’s also the chance it won’t work at all since I haven’t gotten the time in between right just yet, but never mind that. Can you give me an evaluation of the patient before we begin?”


“What am I looking for?” She asked from behind me, practically outside the building. Considering the small size of the shack, it wasn’t as if she was really all that far back. I could really only try and be patient with her, as she cautiously eyed Ria. It was a bit of sad sight for her to look so suspiciously on an incapacitated girl. Those horns and bright red skin looked pretty nice, they really shouldn’t elicit any feelings of revulsion.


“Just try and get a feel for how the mana is in her body. I want you to watch for possible changes. You can do that right?”


“Yes, it looks a bit like a cloud, but I can tell a bit about how it changes.”


“Alright, try to get as close a look as you can, take as much time as you need to. Tell me when you’re ready.” I stepped to the side as Tagalong Girl slightly approached Ria’s bedside. She didn’t go any further than a step behind me, so I moved forward a bit, but she refused to get within several feet of Ria’s projected reach. Patiently watching, a very serious expression appeared on her face.


“R-ready.”


“Is it tiring? Do you actually have to focus to maintain your magic vision?”


“I can’t use it forever, but mostly it just makes my head hurt if I look too closely at mana for too long. There’s never been a time when it forcibly stopped itself.”


“Haa~, just tell me these sorts of things, okay? Take a few minutes break, then we’ll start.” It seemed that her ability to focus on mana only lasted about three minutes. Though since Ria’s revitalization only lasted about 20 seconds, that was long enough. Still, the girl really should just ask for a break if she’s getting a migraine. I’d like to proceed, but it isn’t that urgent…


“I’m fine now.”


“Good~, let’s begin. Keep your eyes peeled.” Propping up Ria like before, I gave Tagalong Girl some heads up. “It starts when I poke the horns. Do your best to remember the process by which the mana changes, as well as the actual difference in states.” I lightly brushed against one of the horns, and Ria let out the usual ‘Eeep!’ as I kept her from leaping about. 


“This is the Doctor, and that over there is my lovely vara, *Tagalong Girl.* We’ll run a few quick tests to see if we can keep you awake, are you feeling uncomfortable?” Speaking rapidly, trying to neither lose words nor time, as usual Ria took a few moments to collect herself.


“Ah, n-no…” Stuttering a little, the statement seemed true enough. No time to wait for her to slowly come to her senses though.


“Good, that’s about all the time we have for today, so before you fall back to sleep I’d like to say that if you can think while sleeping, think of questions you’d like to ask, that will be what I’m looking for next time I wake you up. Goodnight!” I feared the tail end of that may have been lost to her dreamy haze, but there wasn’t much I could do about it. Giving her a heads up would probably help her regain her bearings in the future faster as well. “Now, as for you, little vara, what did you notice about the fluctuations in her mana and mana potential?”


“The cloud inside you...condensed into streams and poured into the horns? But the horns...filled up right away, and then spread out to the rest of her?”


“Mmm, I see. So that’s how it is.”


“What do you mean that’s how it is? I find it hard to understand looking at it, do you know what this is?” Tagalong Girl looked at me in shock. True the description she gave had been poor, but it was enough.


“One does not need to know what something is to know what it is.”


“That makes no sense.”


It seemed I needed to work on sounding more profound. The essence of the phrase was true enough. While the other possibilities were still there, if there weren’t any other major details omitted from the report, my best guess was the ‘sickness’ was some sort of transformation. Though probably not originating from humans, the purpose seemed to be to suck up mana and add it to the afflicted and probably wouldn’t result in any harm.


99.999999% sure it wouldn’t cause harm. 


Even if I did arbitrarily declare that the sickness wouldn’t be her end, there were still little problems remaining. Such as the fact she would only wake up for a matter of seconds. She might not be cured, but finding a treatment to diminish the symptoms would be sufficient in this case. Who knows, maybe with this affliction’s affinity for magic, she too could become a great mage?


“That will be enough for now, though I would like to do this again a few times. You’d best be going before someone wonders what you’re doing in here.” Making little shooing motions, I ushered Tagalong Girl out. I think she started muttering something, but it wasn’t quite loud enough for my ears to catch.


Waving it off, the mood was too good to spend time wondering about such trivialities. At last, I’d really started taking steps towards understanding this mysterious illness! After so long blindly stumbling forward, the key had been in the village the whole time! A slightly depressing thought that I’d really just been overlooking the right path and failing to make the connection; but success washed that sadness away.


Already possible routes to solving the problem were coalescing in my mind. Alchemical items, magic items, possibly a magic familiar of sorts...I recalled all sorts of things from Underworld of Armok. There was no guarantee such things could be reconstructed, but I was feeling supremely confident once again. Even if they were impossible as I remembered them, mana definitely existed in this world. All I had to do was gain the knowledge to properly utilize it. If necessary, I could travel to Braan, no matter how absurdly large the world was. If worse came to worse, then I would simply learn better control, and accompany Ria to manually provide her with mana!


In this world with magic, who dares say the words it can’t be done?
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        Chapter 32: Homegrown Reagents

    
    
    
    
                Perhaps that satisfied chortling was a bit overboard for such revelations, but finally being able to make some progress felt quite pleasing. Reality was more like being told what to do for the quest after running around for days though.


Deciding that amount of revelry to be satisfactory, I once more turned my attentions to making progress. Alchemy seemed to be the best way to pursue that end, I could work both to help Ria and the village as a whole. Not only were alchemical products a good way to make money, a great deal of them were domestically oriented. Considering the lack of development in the village, the number that could actually be used were far lower, but the ones that could would definitely be of great help.


The prerequisite to brewing the various goods would be finding ingredients, of course. At this point buying the materials for them was unfeasible. This had been expected and planned for by Theodore and myself, but I still hadn’t familiarized myself greatly with the surroundings. Dying after getting lost in the woods would be far too an abrupt and embarrassing end. Luckily I did happen to know a pair of brothers that were out in the woods quite often.


More or less, that was why I had been burning time with Ria and Tagalong Girl. I just so happened to run into the cure while waiting to see what medicine was available, maybe my luck with Quests in this new world was starting to turn around. For the moment I just sat on a pile of logs near the forest’s edge; the brothers’ resource drop point for when I wasn’t out helping them.


Two burly workaholics covered in sweat eventually appeared in the trees, carrying a trunk under their arms. They looked more exhausted than they usually did, probably because they actually had to transport the trunks through the thicket at the moment.


“Haha, Twig! You’re back!”


“Of course I am you meatheads. I thought you said you wouldn’t be ready to head out again before I got back?”


“I’m fairly sure that we said we’d be ready by the time you got back.”


“Now stand up and toss these into your inventory! It’s such a pain carrying them.”


“Haa~ you’re going to end up with spindly arm like mine if you act like that.” Despite my gentle mocking, I complied and burned through my Stamina to put away the trunks. “So, has anything of note happened while I was away?”


“What could possibly happen in this tiny place worthy of mentioning?” Ross gave me an amused look. “Where you come from, is it normal for strange things to happen regularly? That would be abnormal, wouldn’t it?”


“I guess you’re right. It’s just the trip to Glaucen was filled with a lot of interesting events, so at least one thing should have happened here.”


“Oh?”


Expressing curiosity, I was able to finally return the favor of telling stories. I kept some more confidential information secret, but felt fine telling them how I met with Theodore and Lyssa. They seemed more than just slightly surprised that I ended up interacting with a Disciple to such an extent. Apparently to them, to meet with a member of the church in such a personal manner was no ordinary feat. Considering that the church lived a life separated and above that of peasants, they had no reason to interact with each other.


Personally I felt Lyssa seemed rather down to earth. The impression I got from Door Knob’s attitude made me think it was the result of a low station. Varas didn’t seem particularly high up in the hierarchy, and being towards the bottom was probably what let her empathize better. Even though I mentioned this, they kept acting like I’d met an emissary from heaven.


They were slightly less engrossed by my retelling of learning of the local alchemical reagents; they probably hadn’t had a chance to see the mystical results of such things in their small home. Once I brought up the prospect that they too could have access to the results of my alchemy, they became more interested. In the future, I would go with them on their journeys into the woods to collect some timber, but we would take more circuitous routes to find more of the necessary ingredients.


However they had just returned from a long day of work, and the hour was already growing late. There wasn’t the time for us to make use of our boiling blood and charge out into the forest. The village with so little to do also lacked many ways with which to productively spend time, this wasn’t some world of cultivation where I could just sit down and absorb the qi from heaven and earth. 


My own pursuits lacked avenues that I could explore in this village of a single path. Willing to wait for the next day to start pushing forward again, instead of doing something interesting, I strolled around the village helping out. Nothing too big, <Prestidigitation> has a myriad of uses, and <Disperse Smell> was a godsend(Tias-send?) for a village that did a lot of fish preservation. Just routine stuff that would make a low-class settlement a bit more comfortable before going to sleep.


Morning came with a soft and warm rain. Since it wasn’t very heavy, the ground only ended up becoming damp instead of muddy. I wondered if plants here didn’t need as much water; though the climate couldn’t be described as arid, rain seemed infrequent. Letting the rain soak into my robes, I just stared at the dark pre-dawn sky.


Rolling dark gray sheets encompassing the world all the way to the horizon. I wondered how that even worked, the world may exist on a massive scale, but where was all the water vapor coming from? I ignorantly pondered, laying down with my head looking straight up, trying to make sense of it. The amount of time spent thinking about it makes me laugh looking back on it, considering how off the rails all my theories were. I won’t spoil the revelation for you.


Getting bored of that after a while, I stood up to greet the morning. The rain and body heat made my clothes feel like wearing a warm shower, but moving about was intolerable. <Prestidigitation> saves the day again. Unless out in the rain for an hour or so, clothes wouldn’t actually be soaked by that level of drizzle, so I leisurely moved inside. Frustratingly enough, there were still a few leaks, despite my efforts to try and patch them up. Are any of you confident in your thatching abilities? It’s not like it’s something where even perfection always brings satisfactory results.


Due to the clouds, the time remained a bit ethereal, but it was close enough to feed Ria. Trying to wake her up beforehand, I felt my mana drain away. Her eyes remained closed until I shook her a little bit, but by then the effects were wearing off. Even in the strange coma state there were times when she slept, as opposed to being ‘awake’ but unconscious.


So that was a bit of a waste.


At least doing so had woken her up, so she could be fed. Such a lazy girl, all you do is sleep. I used to be like that for a while, but you actually have a bit of an excuse, don’t you?


Finishing caring for my patient, I headed back outside. Though raining and still a bit early(maybe), I saw Pan and some others starting to work in the few acres the village cultivated. It was just some sort of wheat analog that Theodore made no note of in my alchemy lessons. So until Ross and Troy met up, I helped inspect the crop for pests and weeds.


Luckily for you, you just have to sit here as I try to get across the notion of a lack of events, without actually doing these mundane things. Some heroes fight for their life constantly, only wishing for peaceful days; you heroes, I would have definitely traded with you at that time. For me another hour or so passed before the brothers were ready.


More or less, things were the same as usual. We bantered a bit, and moved through the forest. Normally the path would stay rather close to the stream, but this time we arced farther to the left. Occasionally the two would find a good tree for boards or for a frame, and I would set out to scour the area. With the noise of their axes and long visibility in the sparse forest, it would be sad if I still managed to get lost.


Compared to many types of woodlands, the forest was sparse, but that’s not to say it lacked in underbrush. There were plenty of plants to inspect looking for herbs. Naturally the vast majority of them were not actually what I was looking for. From tree to tree the brothers traveled, as I got down on my hands and knees crawling in the dirt, glaring in futility at this flower or that root. Knowing the properties of each ingredient wasn’t the same as being familiar with them, and since one wrong ingredient would ruin a whole mixture, I endlessly toiled looking for that one out of place feature not matter how confident I felt in my original assessment.


If I wasn’t trying to be heroic, and Ross and Troy weren’t only a short distance away, I would have definitely started rolling around in the dirt crying and bemoaning my fate. I cursed those heroes who ‘just happened’ to find the resources they needed, those who wept at their own fate of becoming poor to purchase mountains of resources they needed to train. Please tell me, how many of those characters have to crawl through the hedges as I did? They work until they bleed sure, but every slash of their sword, every ounce of pain they feel adds to their power. Sweat and feel your muscles burning, at least you know at the end of the day you get your coin. This was just menial labor, with easily replaceable results!


Chopping down trees is entertaining, and moving those ceramic jugs was a repayment of my debt. Helping out around the village is an expression of gratitude. Collecting herbs like this? Why can’t it be someone else? It’s not that I ended up losing my cool, or that some lake of anger slowly boiled over within. Collecting herbs just didn’t match up with what I wanted to be doing. Only because I realized that without herbs alchemy couldn’t be practiced did I continue on.


“Hey Alric, I know you’re a wizard, but you’re also a twig. Keep close.” Noon came and went, and Ross warned me when I returned to their side to pick up a long trunk. “I don’t know if you noticed, but we’re getting deeper into the forest.”


Looking around to evaluate the surroundings, I quickly affirmed the statement. The trees had gotten thicker and taller, the canopy blocking out more and more light. Originally light underbrush became spaced a bit more, but woodier. Though the sun remained rather high in the sky, this place was perpetually shaded.


The twilight zone.


Ross and Troy stood and moved resolutely still, but they lost some measure of their earlier vigor not attributable to mere tiredness. At least one wouldn’t focus quite so much on chopping, trying to take in the surroundings. Troy still acted a bit relaxed, but clearly he and Ross were becoming more wary.


Right, not everyone enjoys crawling through cursed ruins to fight eldritch abominations and demons. For most people shadows are actually disturbing, and not a comfortable middle ground between dark and light. Underworld of Armok slowly pushed its way into becoming at least three quarters of my day; I saw how my non-random sampling of individuals began to surprise me.


“Right, just keep your eyes peeled. Nightfall is hours off yet, we shouldn’t waste time. Unless there are other things I should know about the deeper parts of the forest?”


“Monsters and beasts are more common the deeper you go. We don’t know much about here, since we’d have to travel a long way back with the timber.”


“Mmm. Well the farther in we go the better the herbs. If you think you sense something, don’t worry about it being a false alarm and tell me.” The brothers nodded as we moved further away from the village. As the quality and diversity of herbs rose, so too did the canopy grow thicker, bringing more and more darkness despite the sun not having fallen far. Ross and Troy eventually decided to stop chopping lumber, but instead stayed by my side.


The chatter between them died down, as they spent more and more time staring with ever reduced visibility into the thicket. The only noises were my own soft curses of frustration, though they were slightly mollified by the sense of danger around us.


Holding either a Tiger’s Bloom(tiger analog-I learn about them later, but it’s easier this way), or a ranis, my fingers at the stem, trying to find out how the fibers were structured. In this world, biology stopped following normal conventions. If the fibers were circular and stacked vertically through the plant it would be a ranis, but they were also thinner than a hair and matched the color of the rest of the stem. About to touch the sap to my tongue for a taste test, I stopped.


I felt a disturbance in the forest.
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        Chapter 33: The Squishiest Tank

    
    
    
    
                “<Death Sense>, <Detect Magic>, <Graverobber’s Footsteps>.” The two spells wouldn’t necessarily help, but excess information never hurt. I quickly and silently rose to my feet. “Be alert, don’t be too loud. The spell I’m going to cast will make you want to move a bit strangely, but it guides you into making less noise.” I cast <Graverobber’s Footsteps> twice more on the brothers, whose eyes were widening.


“What is it?” Ross asked, moving his jaw around. What an odd nervous tic.


“I can’t tell, it may be nothing. Better safe than sorry though.” We spoke in hushed tones as I scanned the area. <Death Sense>’s range was nothing great, and the occasional dying plant produced some null grey or sickly green patches, but since the forest grew thicker and nearby trees obstructed a rather wide arc of vision it still had its use.


 As a reminder, this isn’t actually a type of visual sight, this is just the best analogy I can give. Maybe it can be called a sort of hearing as well, since things I’m not facing can still be sensed, but as looking in the direction makes it more accurate, I settled for vision. This reminder is to tell you that with the excess stimuli, it took concerted effort ‘looking’ around.


“Can you set up some light? Those creatures will have an advantage in the dark.” Troy seemed much calmer in his evaluation of the situation than his brother. Calm may not be the best word, rather he seemed more energetic. Not in the battle junky way, or shivering with nervousness, just much more willing to try something that would tip the the scales in his favor.


“I will once I detect something, we don’t want to draw their attention if we can’t handle it.” My natural darkvision was at least the 60 foot version. That may not have been my eyes so much as the way I could process contrast in my head though. Having a light pop up wouldn’t be too bad for my darkvision, so long as I didn’t make it blinding. I mentally formed the <Light> spell shape, even if it would only give a split second advantage in speed. Time is hitpoints.


A slight crack in the distance gave a hint as to where the <Death Vision> was directed. With that clue, it took a bit more concentration to actually notice the small amounts of Death Aura in the distance, 35-40 meters away. A practically nonexistent quantity of the red aura, and none of the other kinds, shaped into points. Weapons?


They numbered three that I could discern, but given how convenient that was and the faintness of the aura, to be safe I doubled the number for threat estimate. I didn’t know what creature they were for certain, but given the small and slightly varied shapes I presumed them to be armaments of a small creature. Since I knew the approximate dimensions of a goblin, that became the most likely option. I may have made use of the availability heuristic, but in the mind the opponent had already been generalized to small, numerous, and tool-using.


Troy said they would probably have the advantage in the dark, but the vegetation was still rather thick. I could sense the group moving in our direction, off by a few degrees. They stuck together instead of fanning out, but even so they would be able to catch us even if we tried not to attract their notice.


“I can pick out several smaller enemies, goblins most likely. How well would you guys do in a fight against them? Pretend I’m not here, but you have some light.” Soundlessly shifting to Troy’s side, my voice lowered to an alteration in pitch of the exhale. 


“Two and we probably won’t get hit. Three, and there will be a few cuts. Four is pushing it, any bad luck and one of us...May the Patriarch protect us if it’s any more than six.” I listened, and tried to match their evaluation of strength against the goblins and what I knew of my own abilities. Troy wouldn’t be trying to overstate his abilities in this situation, he had the mid level boss fight mentality of if he loses, there’s no respawn. He probably included some margins of error in his guesses already, but if I tried taking that into account it could put him and Ross in danger.


Those two weren’t strange like myself, an injury or crippling wound might be something they could never recover from. Their muscles might burn from strenuous work, but that was a completely different sensation than severing or impaling damage. I certainly don’t enjoy pain, but with all the combat games I’ve played, there’s no doubt that I was much more mature in my reactions toward it.


Necromancers were a support caster, and these two would have been meat shields in any game. I didn’t want to put myself in risk either. But being a hero is all about making stupid decisions for the benefit of others, isn’t it? Even if there were six, or perhaps even eight, I had confidence in my plan. Well, I guess not so much a plan as running tank myself and having the brothers be DPS.


 “Alright you two,” I beckoned them into a huddle. “I can sense three. There may be more, expect six. I’ll cast light, and shoot them as they approach. Don’t get too far in front of me, basically watch my back. Focus on doing damage, while I draw their attention.”


“What?” In a harsh whisper, Ross struggled to restrain his voice. “What do you mean, you’re going to draw their attention? Can you really fend them off?”


“I may not be able to fend them off completely but I...am very good at not dying after being hit.” Trying to explain the concept was a bit difficult, so I didn’t. “It’s not like I’m immortal though, so don’t slack off, but as long as I don’t die I’ll be fine. Watch out for yourselves first. Right now they’re about 30 meters away. Take a deep breath; are you ready?”


Something that couldn’t be understood in the darkness flashed in their eyes. Not the time to think about their reactions to the plan, I counted down.


“<Light>” I called out.


Hitting the start button on an arcade style game, things didn’t begin instantly. The movement of the auras in <Death Sense> stopped for a moment and hesitated, before moving towards us. Readying <Magic Dart>, I had time to unleash two before holding on to the third. 


The first to reach revealed its presence by noise, its weapon not possessing an aura of death. As expected a goblin broke through the underbrush, rusty sword in hand. Not waiting for it to finish leaving the bush, I fired. Aiming towards the center of mass, I fired before shifting backwards.


“Go!” I commanded, and with only minor hesitation the two brothers ran forward swinging. “Back!” I called right after they each threw a glancing shot. After saying so, I realized they could have taken the time for a coup de grace, but I’d already ordered them to back up. The goblin was severely wounded and its capabilities diminished, but it was still there. It started letting out a strange string of gurgling squawks from the ground; instead of stopping it, I turned to the next arrival with my half-haft in hand. I really should have finished the first one for the weapon.


This goblin held a complete spear, and the tip was one of the three aura bearing weapons. Now that it had gotten close, I realized that the claws and teeth of the goblin were coated in even fainter red. In an attempted parry the half-haft broke once more, forcing the goblin’s relatively superior spear into a blunt thwack instead of a jab. Taking minimal damage I threw the fragment of wood into its face.


“Watch your right!” I called, charging forward. We were outnumbered, and attacked from multiple fronts, my idea of tanking was quickly being washed away. At least with these two down there might only be two or four goblins left for the brothers at the moment. Troy’s evaluation of their abilities didn’t give me a lot of hope though.


Agh, my tactics have gotten rusty. That’s why I wanted to pick up necromancer wasn’t it?


Letting the two to focus on the three emerging goblins, I body slammed the goblin. 8 strength or no, a goblin was only around four feet high, and spears were a reach weapon. Being the one who initiated the attack, I was prepared. Another marginal amount of HP were shaved away by the claws as we fell, and when we impacted, but I wasn’t dazed. Yet, I didn’t have the opportunity to take advantage of the goblin’s gasping state and rolled left. An attempt was made to take its spear, but I only managed to wrest the weapon from its grasp, dropping it on the ground.


Rather than grab a weapon that could be gotten later, another sword slashed near where I had just been, grazing the downed goblin’s arm. I frowned a little. This newest sword goblin didn’t have any death aura, and only one of the three fighting the brothers had it as well. That meant there were at least seven. Doubling wasn’t enough for an estimate, how hard was it for the red death aura to form?


“<Dazzle>!” Taking advantage of the few seconds, I snatched up the spear. Incomparably sturdy compared to my last, I figured it might be able to last a whole five or six blows. Aiming a hard jab for the arm, my weak strength tripped me up. Only about as tough as leather, I still couldn’t generate enough force for such a crappy weapon. Instead of penetrating, it skid along the sword goblin’s shoulder, though I was thankful some injury was caused. 


“Watch out!” Troy shouted, and glancing out of the corner of my eye, I saw one of the goblins that had been against them move towards me. Sighing, at least I was good at aggroing. Two...the brothers should be able to handle two.


Five? No problem you guys, I got this. Anyway, it’s not like if you die in the game you die for real.


Having been fighting conservatively trying to buy time for the woodsmen to do DPS, I realized that I probably should have told them to go the other way and solo the encounter. Instead, with a fifth opponent approaching, I started to burn Stamina at a more appreciable rate.


Did I say fifth? What I meant to say was sixth and seventh, because the world hates me. Well screw you world.


Taking a tally that’s two sword users, one partially disabled; two unarmed, one being a disarmed spear user; two additional spear users; and one with a club. At least two were mostly crippled, and the opponents didn’t seem to have exceptional teamwork.


When they all reached me, I ended up dodging and weaving like the luckiest epileptic alive. They were a bit close for my modest understanding of the spear, but jabbing into a thicket of goblins hit surprisingly often however little damage it did. For the most part the spear was a defensive tool to keep them off me as I whittled them down. Whittling them down meaning finishing off the already wounded one.


A thousand different games and ten thousand different playstyles; as quick as I could pick them up, I couldn’t perfect my style in this world during my second real confrontation. Overextending during a thrust, the sword goblin caught my arm before I could retract it. Feeling the chipped edge, I sincerely hoped that tetanus was not something I had to worry about. 


The strike landed for about 7% damage, putting me at 90% health. Worse than the damage, despite no crippling effect I ended up dropping the spear.


“Alric! Yah!” Troy called out, having noticed my distress, but the club goblin facing him took advantage of that moment to start hammering away. This suppressed him to the point where Ross’ sword opponent decided to back up and land a grazing blow to his side. 


“Focus!” The wound didn’t look terrible from where I stood, it certainly lacked the amount of blood my arm was showing off, but I couldn’t tell how severe it was for Troy. Even if it wasn’t all that bad, it managed to tip the scales in favor of the two goblins facing them, forcing Ross to double down to help defend his brother.


One of the goblins facing me looked back over its shoulder to the brothers. There was a cruel flash of inspiration of a level above animal cunning. With a warbling squawk it informed the other goblins and turned to go face the brothers.


So not only had I underestimated their numbers, but their intelligence as well. This one would turn the tides to overwhelm the brothers, then three would come back to face me.


Outnumbered? Doomed? At this point, it didn’t matter if we were, the only way out was to fight.


A phrase from long ago, repeated innumerable times by our predecessors rose up in the back of my throat, as I reached for the goblin who had begun turning away.


“*BLOOD FOR THE BLOOD GOD!*”
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        Chapter 34: A long time coming...

    
    
    
    
                “<Chilling Grasp>” Grabbing the side of the goblin’s skull, I only slightly dodged some of the attacks. I was getting better at estimating damage, and took 12% more damage. A puncture and tear along my side, and future bruise on a leg, my sudden shout had disrupted them for a moment. Naturally, the goblin I was after didn’t escape with so little damage.


Its head suddenly dropping in temperature and slightly paling, in a moment I withdrew the old spearpoint from my Inventory and rammed it through the eye socket. With a spasm it stilled.


One down, but the rest weren’t about to let up. Keeping hold of the corpse, I shielded myself from a sword strike and thrust it forward, lodging it onto one of the spears. As for the incoming claws I did nothing to stop the goblin that leapt forward. Another 7 and 4%, I clasped the goblin to my chest, using it as another shield. It flailed about, causing slightly damage by tearing at my chest, but a few severe hits from its comrades had it escaping.


Without a weapon and with poor physical traits, I just had to suffer through several more attacks, only able to try and minimize the damage. Calling my robe tattered would be gracious, and it became more red than grey. Less than half health, and the club goblin came swinging.


“<Prestidigitation>”


I whipped my arm out, getting blood in the eyes of the sword goblin with the aid of spellcraft. Hitting the blade with the back of my hand, a little more damage was dealt to me, but it was redirected towards the club user. Their claws already hindering their ability to grasp, and with the weapon being one based on momentum; my further intervention had the weapon change hands once again.


The banded metal branch was a large and unwieldy weapon for a goblin, but just a slightly heavy one for myself. Some constant Stamina expenditure would be needed to use it well, but I needed to finish things anyhow.


It might not match exactly up to a sledgehammer, but that weighty feel in my hands was enough.


A third of my health left, and bit less than half my stamina. I was a caster, but with the club I was unstoppable against vermin like goblins. Level 1 caster, or hundreds and hundreds of hours of practice with my weapon? 


The wounded and unarmed goblin that charged forward with claws had its status as a solid revoked. Transforming it into a splatter of red and yellow fluid, my lengthy arms built up an incredible amount of force like a gigantic flail. Marginal damage to myself resulted, it seemed my new body couldn’t take as much strain as I was used to. The amount wasn’t much though, and the results were definitely worth it.


Having transformed one goblin into chunky salsa, the others were momentarily stunned by the display of brute force from my thin limbs. I did not let up, they were just goblins. Attacking us forfeited any chance I would reevaluate these as anything other than fodder.


The sword goblin tried making an attack as I approached, but the broad nature of the club made it easy to parry. Making use of the momentum, the club continued its arc far above my head and swung back down. A heavy pendulum with my arm as a rope swung from behind me, to my side, and from below. The sword goblin could move faster and tried dodging, but I leaned over. Like spinning with a dance partner, as I went one way, the club went the other and pulverized the arm and chest, sending the creature skidding a few feet.


Like an unstoppable force, the club continued a now upward arc. Only one spear user and two now unarmed goblins remained. Thinking they could move faster than I could recover, they charged in to attack. Against most that would probably be the best line of thinking, but this was the brother of my favorite weapon.


Bolas, yo-yos, ice skating; I can’t say that I’m particularly good at all these things, but the balance of momentum between two objects is so fascinating. Of all the weapon styles I’ve played over the years, while the sword may be graceful, and magic the most versatile, hammers have captivated me more than any other. There are the occasional discrepancies when actually playing, but the dance of unstoppable force is what I am most comfortable with.


Yanking the handle with one hand, I redistributed its momentum to help me dodge the incoming attacks, landing only a light attack. Relatively speaking at least, because a few dozen force still isn’t something for mortals with relatively normal bodies to take casually. An unarmed goblin howled as it stumbled to the side, but the arm still worked, so I don’t know what it was whining about.


Thrusting again with the spear, the club had already been set up. Being mostly wood with only a few bands of metal, with as much practice as I had I matched the spear up with my swing. Hammering down on the point of the spear, the rough haft was pushed through the goblin’s hands, tearing them and filling them with splinters. A slight adjustment on my part let me crush part of the skull.


The dance of unstoppable force was overkill for the two remaining unarmed goblins, but I dispersed the remaining momentum into one to not waste it. From there, I straightforwardly smashed them without any application of skill. After all, it was the numbers that really made them dangerous.


“*Ahahahaha! Be crushed! Crushed by my monumental strength! Numbers? A thousand of you could not stand before me! Should a mountain of you worms charge against me, all that will be left is a river of blood! The fragments of your bones fall like snow! Ahahahaha!*
“*I am smarter and wiser! Tougher and stronger! Who dares think they can stand before me?*”


Despite lacking any status conditions, I let out a large gust of air and then inhaled deeply. A profoundly euphoric sensation, releasing any inhibitions left me shouting some chuunibyou lines. Okay, so I think the bone fragments like snow one actually sounds pretty cool. After all that shouting, I got a hold of myself and returned to my fantastical reality.


I was just about to run over to the woodsmen, but other than the fact that Troy was supporting himself against a tree with Ross at his side, they looked fine.


“Aww, you guys had me worrying for nothing. How bad’s that gash?” I looked around the area they were fighting, but only spotted one goblin corpse. “Where’d the other one go, did it run away? Do you know if goblins live in tribes and are looking for backup or something?”


Seriously, if this provokes the wrath of the protagonist of one of those monster evolution stories, I won’t know what to do. This world already seems to dislike me quite a bit, I don’t think I’d be able to pull a fast one on the real MC of this place.


A silence was building up and I scratched my head. As my hand passed by, I noticed it was red and had a slight smell.


Right, covered head to toe in blood and guts, and the top of my robes have suffered a critical blow. I’ve gone from looking from a slightly shady wizard, to having just executed a Mortal Kombat fatality. Hehe, executed.


“Whoopsies. Give me a sec. <Chiburi Astral>, <Prestidigitation>,<Prestidigitation>. *Man at least I looked epic before.*” After cleaning myself up I muttered a bit. I’d gone from sexy, shoe-d, god of war to mildly good looking, but a bit too thin, shirtless guy. I tried moving some of the tattered cloth back over my chest, but then I just looked like a beggar. “Are you guys going to say something?”


Ross stammered a bit before managing to speak, his brother just leaving his mouth open to catch flies.

“I thought you were a mage, not...whatever it is you did there!”


“I am a mage, it’s just over the years I picked up a lot about the warhammer. I guess I can mention that in my home country I taught Cacame how to use the hammer. Well, I gave him a few pointers.” Saying that wasn’t just a reference I knew he wouldn’t get, top player of Underworld of Armok, Cacame, leader of the Losers Guild is actually why I started playing Underworld. We met in another game where I was famous as a hammerlord—well the story isn’t that relevant. Just know that it’s true, technically. “Wait, not that you would know Cacame. He’s the most powerful warrior in the realm. In fact I went to *Underworld* just to teach him. Getting off track, Troy’s wound, let me see…” Mouth moving a thousand miles an hour, it seemed impossible to not talk. I just felt so pumped, punch a hoverboard, eat a swingset, adderall in a meth pipe, contents under pressure!


This did not adversely affect my treatment of Troy, which essentially amounted to grabbing the Callus ointment from Inventory after <Prestidigitation>ing the wound clean. He didn’t do anything babyish like wincing or whatnot, and once I finished with that, the goblins and everything belonging to them vanished into my Inventory.


“*Clean up, clean up, everybody do your share~ Clean up, clean up, everybody everywhere!*”


…


“Achem. Thank you for waiting. I seem to have returned to normal now.” The euphoria passed rather quickly, but unfortunately that just meant I’d made a fool of myself rapidly in a short period of time. Not that I regretted a single action, releasing restraint meant whatever I did I wanted to do, it just made me more...thematically fractured.


The more important question was what had made me act like that just then, and did I really want to do it again? I had a strong guess, and the answer to the second was yes, yes, a thousand times yes…


Merely recalling that state is enough to make me smile.


It didn’t last forever, and so I properly turned to Ross and Troy, having returned to a more zen demeanor. The tension from being covered in blood had been completely vaporized by the string of antics. Two faces were petrified in confusion, before the sniggering started. Then they burst out laughing.


“What in the world was that?”


“Were you dancing right now?”


“No wonder the kids weren’t afraid of him, he’s one of them!”


“Troy, if you don’t stop laughing you’re going to bust a gut!” Frowning mildly, I couldn’t help but feel enlivened myself. “You...you two…” I tried acting indignant, but ended up laughing myself as well. Truly ridiculous, facing death in the eye to return to normal life moments later. But since we lived, we lived, and there wasn’t much else to do other than keep on living.


As lightened as our spirits were from the none-too-light heckling, the sun was still setting. Setting off for the village, since we wouldn’t stop on the way back the trek went by much faster. Troy’s injury didn’t amount to much, and would heal soon. The few hour walk back still provided them plenty of time to cool off and think. Which resulted in asking questions. The questions weren’t bad though.


“Twig, are you really alright? You were pouring out blood by the end of that, and were cut up more than any goblin.”


“That cut’s because you paid too much attention to me. Didn’t I say beforehand that as long as I didn’t die, I’d be fine? With a couple hours of not too much activity, I can pull myself together. Look, all the smaller claw marks have faded.” With the top half of the robe in tatters, it fell below the waist, revealing my torso. As we walked it was actually kind of fun being able to watch some of the smaller wounds visibly shrink.


“That’s good, but can you keep doing that? Travelling preachers always seem to talk about how we should balance our exchanges with the Flow of Life.”


“Not everything is the flow of life! Isn’t that why the church doesn’t like mages?”


“Er, I don’t really know.” Ross ended up backing down quickly, his theological education was sorely lacking. I didn’t really want to debate him in the matter so all was well.


Without further incident, we returned to the village. Unloading the logs, Ross and Troy wanted a few days before heading out again. They did need a bit of time to recuperate, and there was no rush. Besides, I had my own materials to work with.


A sizable pile of alchemical roots, leaves, stems, and petals…


And more than a few corpses.



A/N: AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!! 



I should try calling out more active people...Like Chaeron! You're viewing the story as I type! Leave a review when you get to this point! Chaeronzard, I choose you!
            

    
        Chapter 35: Woohoo!

    
    
    
    
                “*It’s close to mi~idnight, and something evil’s lurking in the da~ark…*” After taking care of the evening business, my excitement was reaching levels like those when I had first arrived in the world. Or perhaps I should say reaching levels like those earlier in the day?


Creeping back towards the forest under the light of the twin moons, the long grass swayed around me. Luckily there probably weren’t any trigger-happy trainers around. Like a meerkat I peeked my head out of the grass to look around, before diving into the ocean of plant life to continue to the forest, stealthily singing on my way.


Yes, in the darkness of night the woods put themselves to sleep. Not a sound save for my own footsteps, passing among the underbrush as quietly as possible. Moving further from the edge, eventually I became sure of my solitude. Grinning and rubbing my hands like a child before Christmas. A necromancer before Corpsemas.


“*Merry Corpsemas, Alric!*” In a slightly larger than average clearing, I began laying out the goblin remains. One corpse in excellent condition, the first goblin wounded, and killed; Two in very good condition, one slightly damaged from the brothers’ axes, and the one I killed with a spearhead to the eyeball; three in moderate condition, the final two taken down without much overkill, and the spear user whose skull was mostly crushed; one poor corpse, the sword user whose chest had been caved in, and suffered additional damage from being flung backwards; and one absolutely mutilated goblin, the unarmed one who had foolishly charged straight into the mouth of the beast.


At the moment, I could only create Hand Spiders, but that wouldn’t always be the case. It wasn’t only the bodies making me giddy; earlier in the day, I’d felt extremely ecstatic after finishing off the last of the goblins. A tidal wave of power accompanied that overflowing joy, and thinking a little brought me to my conclusion.


Level Up!


A Level Up!


I was Level 2!


I was Level 2, and now I had the ability [Soul Control]!


That brisk, cold power flowing through my veins, could there ever be a reason to worry? Those of you familiar may wonder why such a low class ability warranted such rejoicing. Think a little harder, why don’t you? It’s not that I finally gained [Soul Control], it’s that I Leveled Up and gained [Soul Control]!


I could Level Up and proceed to gain all associated powers! I wasn’t stagnant at the pinnacle of my abilities as soon as I stepped through, there was an infinity of power stretched as far as the eye could see! I was Level 1, but now I was Level 2; and thousands more waited before me!


Each one a stepping stone to grander abilities, to greater power. In the future my blood would mingle with that of my enemies, but even for just one experience point forward; so long as I could gain one at a time, I could always grow!


Endless exuberance aside, Level 2 was a bit of a dud level.


Sorry for getting your hopes up there; that rejoicing really was all about getting to Level 2 as a concept. It was kind of sucky. I felt a little smarter and stronger, so my stat points for the level were distributed, but other than that my power level really was more or less the same.


Those of you who for some reason don’t love spending your time memorizing every ability of every class to help you run around a grim and apocalyptic medieval hellscape, I’ll inform you about the great [Soul Control].


Necromancers, despite seeming like the sort that would work alone, technically fall under the support caster roll. The only reason they seem like that is because usually there is only one player, they just also make the rest of their party. Out of the flesh and bones of the dead. They’re like natural recycling machines, good necromancers hate waste.


Despite the AI of Underworld classifying as AA(and the only reason it doesn’t get AAA is because of programs built solely for AI with nothing else running on it), just a few dozen high level necromancer would probably be able to crash servers if they decided to spam low level minions. You may get where I’m starting to go with this.


That’s right, [Soul Control] is UoA fancy packaging for saying ‘hey sorry, we can’t have too many undeads running around’. By assimilating the ‘soul’ from slain foes, you would be given a certain amount of Soul Power, essentially experience to divvy up among your minions. If you didn’t devote enough Soul Power to a minion far below your level? Oopsies, you, a great necromancer accidentally crushed your new minny through sheer mental prowess.


The devs weren’t completely heartless towards those who want to scavenge the bodies of the fallen though. Soul Power is returned with no losses when a minion is destroyed, and enemies can drop Aspects, rare enhancements to further boost the undead. Of course, there were penalties and multipliers to different creatures’ Soul Points, meaning necromancers had fewer good hunting spots, usually leading them to conflict.


The long and short of it being, I didn’t have much to kill for Soul Points, didn’t know how well they would translate to this world, and all I had were hand spiders to upgrade. Did I mention that it gets exponentially more expensive to upgrade a minion past yourself? Oh, and that minny would only return an amount of Soul Points as if you were more powerful than it?


Seriously, if you wanted me to play with a party just say so. Well, some necromancers, Anubis, Remmy87(Remmy Ade-zheven in game. See if you can find the stream where I assassinated her with a pirate; my name was Miles DeArvante at the time. Poor Rems thought she was safe from pirates in the desert.), kApRiKhOrNe did make pretty huge armies for a long time, so it can’t be said that it’s impossible to do. Just more difficult. Considering the manner in which the successful usual end up influencing lore, it’s only fair.


[Soul Control] being useless at the moment, my attention was on the bodies. Since access to corpses was surprisingly difficult in this fantasy world, the three least damaged corpses were returned to Inventory. Using a heavy weapon may make fighting easier, but their bones really had been powdered. They were only good for skeletal and flesh Amalgamations, which were a long way off. Since the hands remained intact, that meant I might as well practice making more Hand Spiders.


Knowing at this point that putting mana into the spell shape without practice would lead to great waste, I took my time. After all, <Hand Spider> was my most costly spell, and the price became even more exorbitant when cast imprecisely. There hadn’t been very many times to practice and get a hang of the spell either.


In the inner recesses of my being, I slowly guided Mana into the spell shape provided to me. The primary structure felt like a cubic frame made of chains, but required a seemingly infinite number of refinements into other nested squares. There was a definite fractal nature to it all, but I couldn’t ‘get close’ enough to see how far down it went. Binding and sturdy, yet freeing, interacting with the spell shape is like dreaming; it has the power to arbitrarily convey certain emotions and thoughts.


Losing myself in the creation of the hand spider, time of indeterminate length passed me by. Getting as close as possible to the optimal configuration of mana, the spell released, and the goblin hands twitched and moved towards each other. I had placed the two a little distance apart because watching the two struggle together looked so amusing.


“*Now I dub thee, Franz!*” Holding my newest minny in the air, I set him down next to Hans. “*You two are now brothers! Rejoice in your companionship!*” Joyfully, the two hopped about through the detritus. Skittering to hide behind trees, wrestling, racing each other in circles...Either hopes and expectations affected them more than previously thought, or there was something inherently different about the nature of undead in this world. Even if it was, it didn’t seem like I’d have to worry about a gravestone cold coup d’etat.


Hans und Franz got all pumped up running around, and I moved on to create the next four hand spiders with just as much care. They became Nails, Cookie Thief (CT for short), Birdy, and Manny in order of seniority. Pulling themselves together, once the mental link between us became established, the hand spiders would begin acting without orders. This really was a puzzle for the ages.


Each of these undead were not mindless automata, though they would immediately cede perfectly to any command given to them. Forming personalities, I didn’t know if they were a result of their name, or if my idea for a name had influenced the spell somehow, or if it was something else altogether. Nails aggressively charged around, pawing at the dirt and pouncing upon CT, trying to assert dominance. Cookie Thief tried taking on more than he could handle, dragging the others into the scuffle, but only getting beaten down. Birdy acted conservatively, jumping into the fray when there were few opportunities for a counterattack, and Manny seemed to only act in response to provocation but mostly stayed by my side.


Having such energetic minnies would make any necromancer overjoyed, a little black skeleton could be seen in the future with no doubt. One of the main faults with gaming classes that create tons of underlings, as well as those necromancers in stories, is that the lack of intelligence is usually easily exploited. A far cry from geniuses, the personality, yet absolute obedience of the hand spiders showed great promise.


With a clap of the hands, the hands rallied up. Having confirmed undead could be placed in the Inventory, the unpredictable stacking meant testing was further required. One by one, they were put through the void into intangible storage. During this, I added a bit of flourish and realized I could slightly change the appearance of the Inventory’s aperture. Only cosmetic, the size could be altered up to twice the standard radius, but couldn’t be decreased to a smaller area than the object needed to pass. Color could change to various kinds of black, void, inky, night sky(some white, starry flecks included) to ominous purples. The fringe could emit particles, or swirling points.


If Inventory had a personality like the undead, it was definitely the purposefully obtuse and inscrutable type.


As for the actual result of the test, none of the undead stacked. It was sad, but not unexpected. That still meant if emptied, 100 minions of my level could be carried around, possibly unable to be detected. So long as stronger minions only took up one slot of inventory, I would hate to presume something of my incredibly arcane Inventory, whose attitude seemed more mysterious than magic itself, possessing more facets than the infinite Dao of Alchemy.


If it wasn’t so confusing though, I definitely would have tried taking over the world with just it. Now that I’ve unraveled just a few of my powers, I’m glad it was out of my reach both in terms of power and conceptually. OP starters definitely made me green with envy then, but in retrospect that period of hardship was fulfilling.


Now my minions had increased to six! Not the strongest, but there was one thing that a creature made of hands is most suited for. Manual labor.


I’d hit upon the idea while thinking of Manny’s name, but I couldn’t be certain if it would work. The idea that hand spiders could go out to harvest alchemical reagents would bring good results, but only if true. What looked to be the biggest problem was...it didn’t have eyes.


How did these things sense each other anyway? I’d already confirmed, and double checked that they could interact with each other behind my back, so they weren’t borrowing my vision. If the method was unknown, than the limits would be as well. Could they actual investigate and bring back the proper resources from a command? 


Going off into the forest meant they might be destroyed; if not by predators, even accidents could happen. Once they left my range, there would be no way to control them, or help aid them. They were just idling at the moment, but I was no Weed, I wanted my creations to be happy, even if the fact that they were apparently showing emotions was a surprise.


Okay, so I may be a bit like Weed. I needed my alchemy mats.


Giving the hand spiders their instructions, I paired them up before sending them off. Unaware of how dynamic their identification and classification abilities were, they were given simple instructions to collect three ingredients found on the forest floor, one to each pair. Describing each one in the greatest detail I knew, the manner in which I communicated with my minnies was far from instantaneous. In fact, using the soul connection between us to properly get across the idea took longer than creating them, nor did I think myself capable of communicating with them all at once without a loss of understanding.


More than half the night passed by instructing them to search and deposit the gathered materials in the designated area. Hoping they would all be able to do their jobs safely, I returned to the village to sleep the rest of the night away.


The forest was filled with the soft sound of claws eagerly pawing across the leaf litter that night.




A/N:AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!! I didn't feel like staying up until midnight, so I just waited for morning. I love you too, AiToHeiwa~
            

    
        Chapter 36: the Alchemy Orz

    
    
    
    
                “*Birds are singing, bees are buzzing, sunshine overhead~*” Waking up slightly later in the morning, everything had been progressing so much faster recently. Before getting on with the other matters of the day, I took care of Ria, this time rousing her first to feed her before giving her mana.


With a bit of a jump as usual, she steadied herself faster than in the past. She tried sitting up for herself and was somewhat managing, so I retracted my arms for the moment.


“Questions?” I asked, hoping to jog her memory faster.


“Ah, what’s going on?” Still working on that surprised stuttering in the beginning. Considering how short the sessions of lucidity were, that ate up a lot more of our time than it had any right to.


“You’re sick, I’m magic and doing my best to fix it. Next?”


“Wha-, uh, w-wait, you’re a mage?”


“Yes, as I just said. You can only wake up 10 seconds at a time, doing my best to improve that. Stay focused and don’t ask rhetorical questions next time.”


“Rhe-rhetori-cal…” I used too big of a word and she slipped into the hazier state of consciousness “wha’s imma notta surr…” Her words started slurring together again before slumping over. Catching her and laying her down, I hoped her presence of mind would learn to adapt. There probably wasn’t anything else to do other than waiting to wake up again, so there was plenty of time to psych herself up.


I didn’t gain much from the interaction here, but Ria became more informed on her situation. It would probably take a while before she was really up to speed, but repetition aided acclimation. The fact awakening couldn’t be done multiple times in a row seemed like a saftey of some sort, which further supported my conclusion that the affliction wasn’t intended to be malicious. Due to the variety of fauna in the world, it may have been something developed for a foreign creature that didn’t match up with human biology.


Morning routine complete! Fun time had arrived, time to concoct some medicinal pills! All manner of natural materials stuffed Inventory almost to the brim. As a pack rat, this problem came often, and it was difficult deciding on what really needed to be kept. In this case, it was because I collected quite the variety of ingredients.


I could tell that my alchemical path would be crippling to the usefulness of my Inventory in the future. With such a vast array, leaving some out would mean a number of potions couldn’t be made, but there was no way to further condense them in my Inventory. In Underworld of Armok there were ways to expand the Inventory, but for the most part those were a type module quest randomly placed through the world. Having completed many, I would hunt any possibility if I recognized it, but even having leveled up, there would be no telling how frequently such chances would occur.


Adding that to my list of things to do, recent success overshadowed the new burden. It wasn’t an obligation anyway, the only reason I kept feeling pressured and torn was because I was the one who wanted all these things. Moving forward step by step, there were so many things to do; the complaining may sound like I’m lamenting dire situations, but doing so didn’t affect my ability to actually proceed; one benefit at a time.


My stocks weren’t small, but they were of low quality; both on an individual basis, and the fact that their species lacked as a whole. Another limitation for the day was that there were very few inorganic reagents to be found in the forest. As a large, slightly homogenous biome, I was unable to gather any respectable quantity of crystals or stones and the like.


Thus my options were limited. Before actually starting, I went through all the products Theodore had taught me. Sorting out those I couldn’t make, I tried doing mental calculations to optimize the amount of potions and whatnot that could be made with the available items. Multi-variable equations are boring though, and by accident, an hour of fiddling with firewood passed before forcing myself to actually do the math.


The products I envisioned...were less than incredible. Only one of the possibilities showed a bit of promise. Healing Potion. I say it as though it were only one item, but in reality, Healing Potion was more of a class of related products. Theodore taught me at least seven different ways to formulate a Healing Potion. I’d been a bit confused at first, as we’d so often gone over the fact that alchemy is a very delicate art, yet there were several different baselines and many permutations within each recipe.


All of alchemy is unlocking the inner properties of the ingredients, when mistakes are made, those properties interact in unexpected ways, leading to unexpected, usually undesired results. However, unlike enhancing the durability of the flesh, healing is a natural process of the body. There are many permutations to the healing potion because as long as the change is not too great, the body will be able to make use of the resources within. This tied back to my question of eating ingredients raw, apparently if the potion is made poorly, you might as well just eat the reagents for a better result!


There were other products I could make in addition to the healing potion, but first I wanted to test its effectiveness. No use planning and spending most of my resources on something useless. Bringing out the best of the mediocre, the alchemy lab was set up alongside the stream. Making sure the children were not in the area to disturb me, a <Flare> lit the pile of wood.


Things went well, the materials were prepared, the water distilled, extract was prepared, all of it mixed in the beaker and changed color accordingly(though green just seems wrong for a healing potion). And that’s where alchemy stopped for the day, the smile from happily concocting froze.


Eye twitching, the edge of my mouth curled into a self degrading sneer.


I didn’t have any vessels for for holding potions. Orz…


Hanging my head in shame, I mournfully looked into my reflection within the beaker. Who is this absent minded fool in the potion? Can you believe he forgot to buy something to hold his potions in? Can he be called an alchemist at all?


Preparing for that moment for days, then failing because you overlooked something so simple, my earlier joy all vanished. Woe is me, truly the gifts I have been given are only so that I can survive to suffer further torment. Letting out a deep sigh, with a lament not seen under these heavens for a thousand years, I placed the beaker of healing potion into the Inventory.


Technically speaking, the result was a success. Moving past all the whining, I headed back towards my hut. Despite blood sacrifice being a fairly common thing among the city-folk, it still seemed like an odd thing to do in the open, plus doing it wrong might have repercussions. Not that I thought the people of the village would immediately turn hostile.


Thinking about the weapons in my possession, I went with the dagger I’d brought with me from Underworld of Armok. Mutilating goblins was way less sanitary than mutilating a mage who cleaned himself regularly. Mutilating was a strong word for it though; having learned about how much damage strikes would cause, I mimicked one of the sword slashes received by the arm. I reduced its power by a bit, but the percentage of damage fell all the way to 3%. It seemed my stat points had distributed between my mind and body statistics more evenly than predicted. Theodore said the healing potions taught to me were of low effectiveness, but three percent felt lower still. I went over the cut again to get it to 10% total, careful not to inflict any crippling effects.


“*Bottoms up!*” With a swift flick of the wrist, the green fluid went down the hatch. It tasted like slightly bitter honey and bits stuck along the insides of the cheeks, ensuring an unpleasant taste for hours to come. That is, if you didn’t have <Prestidigitation> to change the flavor. So instead, it tasted like peanut butter milkshake. Yum.


Watching the wound, a few moments passed before my hit points surged forward. Closing at an appreciable rate for a second, the flesh didn’t quite knit together before my very eyes. Theodore said that the baseline wasn’t all that good, nor were my materials, but a 5% heal? It really took a while of mental gymnastics to become satisfied with the results. After all, I had essentially produced it for free. Maybe the real version healed 10%, that would be satisfactory.


In comparison, the starter potions from Underworld would heal about 20% of my current health. Yes, those would be the lowest tier. This newb zone was really underpowered for its level.


Possibly worth the effort, since it could be easily replenished and sold, but there was no possibility of it becoming a staple of my battle tactics at this level. Well, making one more wouldn’t hurt. If there was only one potion slot on the belt, it may as well be used. I returned to the river and made another, no big events there.


So my plans for the day shot, I wandered around to find Ralph. It’s not like Ross and Troy are the only two people I interact with. Ralph was a wealth of...words which could possibly contain information. Much of it seems like blather, but it’s better to point information out when I got it. That way you have a better chance of making connections as I did, and a better chance to forget things, making mistakes like the one I made that day seem more reasonable.


It’s not all on me that I can’t remember everything, there’s just so much that goes on in the world.


“Good morning Ralph.”


“Ah, morning ta ya Alric. What brings ya over here?” Ralph knocked his heels together in a pair of thin canvas shoes, as his legs dangled over the earthen bank. A fishing pole in hand, and a bowl of bait to his side, he looked pleasantly surprised. His prime fishing spot was outside shouting distance from the village, and usually ended up sitting alone. Ralph said he’d rather spend the day away if it meant catching more fish. A fishing maniac, I hadn’t heard of that one before meeting him.


“Actually, I don’t have much to do today. Thought I’d come by for another story.”


“Really? Ya mean it? Ha, that’s great, let me think a moment…” And so began another tale, slightly less painful than the last. This time he told the story of the Fang Lord Muhosim, his grandpappy’s idol.


The edge between Derriad and Kallahall is vast, and would take more than five years to travel along the whole of it unobstructed. A massive stretch of land, yet compared to the two empires on either side, it amounts to very little. On the fastest horses, messages still take ages to come and go from the capital cities, and for the territories near the outskirts of the country, there is little benefit in investing in speedier forms of communication. The border’s true edge varies by thousands of miles, even on the most accurate maps. Kallahall and Derriad can’t be bothered with such small quantities of land.


In the eyes of giants, it is a mere breadcrumb, but most operate at a more tangible scale. If Derriad’s border is a thousand miles east, and Kallahall’s border a thousand miles west, then for 40 thousand by two thousand miles, there is more than enough land for men to become kings.


Such is the origin of the Interstitial States.


Along the borders of any country of size, kingdoms rise and fall between them. Not only monsters, but people will spill one another’s blood. Unlike the eternally peaceful Derriad, these areas are small enough that citizens can dream of becoming a lord; small enough that a fight between two of them will result in a victor. A land of shifting borders and chaos, kingdoms will only last a few generations before being broken up. The Interstitial States are a land of war.


Fang Lord Muhosim, born near the edge of Kallahall, was raised to be a Fang Knight. The equivalent of a Disciple, at age 14 he cut a bloody swathe through the Interstitial States that stretched over Kallahall’s borders. A series of bloody footprints walked across the edge of the country, each massacre becoming a site Interstitial States would refuse to move past. Stretches of a few hundred miles, the kings of Kallahall never cared about such things. Yet Fang Lord Muhosim would risk his life time and again to reclaim that land for his country.


This campaign was undertaken without the consent of the Fang Hill, the local governing structure. However as years went by, they eventually stopped trying to arrest Muhosim and his band, and instead directly appealed to the king to grant him the title of Fang Lord. The lands themselves did not mean much to the country, but the action was indeed worthy. Once Fang Lord Muhosim completed his trek north, he headed west. 40 years later, along the border of the Demon States, contact with Fang Lord Muhosim ceased, and further record of him no longer existed.


As Ralph told the tale, the size of the world became so mind-bogglingly large that at this point I stopped being boggled. There wasn’t any point to it, once I got used to this size, it would become even larger; best just to accept the world as an infinite plane. Those Interstitial States were the real regularly sized countries.


We started in the morning, but managed to waste until evening. Ralph’s ability was nowhere near good enough to create my pleasantly concise rendition, though after hours of speaking he did improve. Much of that time was added by me inquiring about Kallahall. These questions were not seen as strange at all.


Care to guess why?


Because apparently Derriad is so big that many people aren’t even aware there’s another country! Supermassive territories really had me confounded on the logistics of it all, and needless to say, Ralph didn’t have much insight into the topic. That night I went to sleep spinning my intellectual gears in the mud.



A/N:AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!! That is pretty disappointing isn't it? Well, such is life when fate doesn't gift wrap you things. Reality ensues; how could he even begin to afford so many glass containers?

Also, I'm wondering who all y'all favorite characters are. Nominate your favorite character and I'll set up a poll in a chappy or two.
            

    
        Chapter 37: Who could it be?

    
    
    
    
                The next day I hunted down three goblins and found a few more herbs to sadly place into my Inventory, but no earth shaking events occurred. If the numbers remained the same as in Underworld of Armok and they were Level 0s, then I had gotten a dozen Soul Power on the nose from them. I had to make assumptions, because again only a sense of it came to mind.


The narrative steps forward yet again on the day after that. To help you readers keep your heads on straight, this was now Tuesday. Well, since there are eight days a week, I’ll translate the middle two days as Walphaday and Webetaday. That should keep connotations of being near towards the beginning or end of the week intact; the actual names of the days don’t mean much.


So it was Tuesday, and things proceeded fairly normally until midday. I did want to head to the forest to go do some grinding, but helping out around the village felt routine and didn’t want to go too long without doing so. Ross and Troy said they would be ready to head out again the next day as well, and patience is a virtue. 


Even if doing so was my own will, when I spotted several distant figures on the road from Glaucen, I stopped helping clean fish with <Prestidigitation> and looked off into the distance.


“What is it Alric?” One of the fishwives, Ginger, asked politely. Helping out with little things and getting to know everybody, the nervousness around spellcasters disappeared, leaving only a bit of reverence. I was becoming a respected member of the community, which wasn’t hard if you didn’t just swim and knap rocks all day.


“I see some travelers in the distance. Others say the village gets a lot of passerbyers, but I’ve never seen them myself. The road through the village seems surprisingly desolate.”


“That’s because you’re always off working, it’s rare for you to take any breaks at all. Everyone else sees them rather frequently. It’s strange for us not to see two or three in a week.”


“Really? I think I’d like to take a look at them, let’s work hard to finish quickly.” A few minutes of agile knifework from Ginger and speedy <Prestidigitation>ing from myself, and the travelers were practically in the village. Anyone who reads would immediately have their attention drawn to the group.


A trio, the most solid grouping. Led by a woman closely followed by two men, with a confident gait they approached and slowed down when reaching the village. At their sides were finely crafted weapons; at least they lacked rust or any apparent flaws, but the mere fact they were so openly armed made it look like they were trying a little too hard to be imposing. Their dress was imitative of the white robes of Disciples, but with one long sleeve on their left arm.


While certainly within the realm of possibility, these two factors brought up a sense of unease. Pan awaited them near the ‘entrance’ to the village. Nonchalantly strolling to his side, I squeezed out a few words quietly before they got into earshot. Luckily the area was small, and I could make it to his side without seeming excessively rushed.


“Be extra careful around these three Pan, it looks like they might be here to stir up trouble.” I spoke in a hushed tone before they came into earshot, then added “and they may not be disciples.”


Pan looked over incredulous, but I noticed a little tension leave him. His clothes were already turning damp from all the sweat coming off of him at the prospect of Disciples arriving. A short distance away, the trio stopped and waited. Pan glanced over, yet remained silent, and the men behind the woman couldn't suppress their hateful gazes. Their female leader seemed a bit more aloof, but you don't survive as a high profile assassin without being able to detect hostility.


Experience is experience, people’s gazes at least aren't affected by whether you're in a game or not.


Silence reigned, tension slowly building. Pan seemed to have resolved himself not to go first. Shifting about at the unexpected reaction, eventually the guests spoke.


“This servant of the Patriarch greets you. Are you the chief of this village?”


“Yes, why have these noble Disciples graced our home on this day?” Pan responded stiffly. The woman now had her full attention on him, but the punks behind her kept looking over like they wanted to fight. Gracefully letting the attempts to incite away, I maintained composure by Pan’s side.


Even if they were fakes, I was sort of interested in how Pan would handle things. There didn't seem to be a process to actually elect a chief, but he definitely was the de facto leader of the village. Salt allotments, communal work, long term planning for construction, if he wasn't the end of the process, he would at least be consulted and informed about it. This only reached my ears from others, personally there were few times I saw him undertake action.


“The Church has decided to once again bless rural villages with knowledge about how to practice Tian Meng. With troubled times on the horizon, we must walk the right path and be unshakeable in our beliefs. We require accommodations as we teach, but as this is such a small village payment is not necessary. Only food and lodgings need to be provided to us.” The woman gave a dainty smile, as if she hadn't just barged in and demanded free room and board. Pan responded as if this really was a gracious request.


“The Guardian of Man lets his followers stand on their own two feet. During these troubled times, my people and I would gladly seek enlightenment from your tutelage. There are few homes here, but I will be sure you receive the best we can offer. Please, if you would humble yourselves to follow me I'll take you to a spot well suited to delivering sermons.

“Alric, go find Samuel and Henrietta, tell them to get what they need out of the house. Tell them to take it to Ralph’s, and then go tell him.” Giving an aside to me when he finished stroking the egos of the ‘Disciples’, he then bowed and led the way. Snapping to attention, I did as he asked right away.


Samuel was one of the few villagers who didn't fish all day, every day, but nevertheless could be found near the riverbank inspecting the barrels to be used for preservation, as well as mixing up some sort of paste to help repair and seal cracks. I’d thought about giving him the Livewood oil, but after asking about his job a bit it seemed redundant. The waxy paste more than sufficed, and stated that Livewood oil wasn't great for fixing containers meant to be watertight.


We were slightly familiar, so informing him wasn’t preluded by an abrupt introduction. An expression both slightly happy and rather frustrated crossed his face, but he just said he would get his wife as I went to inform Ralph. With OGP having come from Kallahall, Ralph acted much more accepting towards strange ideas. I talked with him about the village’s faith in Tiaism. There were no competing ideologies, people within a day from Glaucen were blood-spilling zealots, yet here everyone seemed to just nominally accept it.


“The Patriarch is good, course we know he exists. But like my old grandpappy said, when you're ta far from home, ya don't recognize anything.”


“Umm…”


“Well if ya get ta far from home, things look different. They have all the big temples over in Glaucen; we've only learned from our parents and the occasional traveling Disciple. How da ya think we're supposed to learn about that kind of stuff? Honestly I'm not even sure I want to be a good follower, look at Melissa. She’s young, but already so batty.”


“Mm, but what I really want to know is how this will affect everyone. Do you all really have to go and listen?”


“Ah boy, we’re definitely going ta listen.” Ralph chuckled mirthlessly and stared into the stream a while before responding. “There isn't much naws other than from travelers, but what everyone hears about is when some heretics get their village flattened. Disciples think not enough people attended and it vanishes.”


“...no way.”


“How else would ya know the trath if there were liars out there? If they leave a place like that out there, evenchally there'll be whole towns unaware of the Patriarch. From what I know, that would mess up the Flow of Life somehow, if that many people stop giving back ta it.”


“Thanks for answering those questions.”


“No problem, ya come around soon.”


Well then, Tiaism once again showed a brutal side to it. Putting it in perspective, with all the possible land they had to cultivate, even dozens of villages didn't amount to much. The ones most likely to defect were already the farthest from centers of prosperity and were usually the least productive.  


It became easier to see why so little had changed over thousands of years.


Still, I felt uncertain as to whether or not those three were really Disciples. If they were, given the way sparks flew when they looked at me, calamity would descend on the village. If they weren't...well who were they then? They imitated Disciples, and I doubted the church would be lenient with that action. It was a fairly large risk to take considering that they were coming out to such a rural place. What gains were worth it, perhaps there was some sort of hidden treasure about?


I headed over to where Ross and Troy worked on peeling bark and began preparing boards. Of course in this small settlement, it was almost impossible not to walk by everyone. Passing a few yards too close to where Pan was showing a spot near the stream with several large stones to use as seats, the female Disciple called out.


“So who is this mage that lives among you? Why do you not introduce yourself to us?” This was too much of a stretch, I am clearly outside the radius you should feel comfortable casually bringing me up. I'm going to have to walk over there so there's no need to shout back and forth.


Suppressing my reluctance in case they were the real deal, I approached the lady and her escorts with an even pace. 


“My apologies, your cohorts made it appear as though my presence was not welcome. I am Alric, a...Mage from the outskirts of Braan. In the quest for *mana*, I have stopped here for the time being.” The demure smile was overlooked as the woman sent mild glares towards the men.


“These two should know that all are to receive the teachings of The Patriarch, they will not make the same mistake again. I am the Disciple Tyra, and these two are Tomas and Harold. Tell me, why exactly is a mage like yourself hiding away in a small village like this?” Chastising Tomas and Harold, she didn't preface their names with ‘Disciple’. Surely acting in an official manner she wouldn't forget such a thing, or was it only in the presence of higher ranks that such formalities were observed?


“The mages of my homeland understand magic could be used for good or for ill. Remaining in ivory towers leads to ignorance, one must undergo constant worldly tempering to remain steadfast.” Sounding enlightened and hearing of my ‘purpose’, Pan smiled and seemed even more relaxed. The Disciples didn't quite buy it, but looked a little softened by the response. Not to the point the men no longer looked hostile though.


“Since you have acquired the belly band, I won't press further at the moment. However as a mage, there are additional teachings that you must be made aware of.”


“I understand.” Yeah I understood, whatever these con men were after, had to do with me! I should have just been narcissistic from the start and guessed that. That didn't reveal why they were after me though, it wasn’t like I made any enemies…


Oh, right.
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        Chapter 38: The Criminals that I do see

    
    
    
    
                Haa~, not making any enemies, as if I were so fortunate. The matter of the Poran seemed so inconsequential that it slipped my mind. Since I hadn't actually done anything, slipping out of the city should have dissuaded them from taking action. To come all the way to the boonies, they must be chasing after something of great significance.


To their credit, from the lack of a fight this could be identified as a reconnaissance squad. Testing the waters to see what I knew, they should have tried this before straight up attacking me. Good to see defending myself didn't condemn us to an irreconcilable blood feud, otherwise there would probably be an unending stream of opponents seeking vengeance. Sending stronger people each time, I would gradually level up becoming unstoppable…


That sounded kind of nice…No! Bad Alric, no tricking humans into falling on your blade for XP! Murder is bad. Even if it does result in tasty XPs.


Very clearly not licking my lips in anticipation of such a windfall, because such an event certainly would not be condoned by a Hero, my audience with the visitors concluded and I made my way to Ross and Troy. Only a few minutes had passed, but a milliliter is still a whole raindrop.


“Hey you two, I was wondering if I could bunk with one of you two while our guests are here?” Quick and to the point, no one was around to overhear, but I lowered my voice a little just in case. “I don't really know what they want, but it might be trouble if I claim Ria’s house as mine.”


“Er, what’s going on Twig?” Ross looked confused, stopping his work. “Disciples may not be the most forgiving, but they are doing the work of the Church. Why the need to move around?”


“Come on, you really think they'll approve of Alric so easily? The Church doesn't like mages, if they catch sight of Ria, things won't go well for the two of them.”


“Surprisingly, Troy is making cogent points. There is something to keep in mind, they may not even be Disciples. I may have frustrated a few people in town, so I'll try not to drag you guys into it. We can cancel going to the deep forest tomorrow. Still, even if they aren't Disciples, we don’t want word of Ria’s condition getting back to the church.” 


“Right, but tell us if things get too troublesome.”


“Haha, good to hear.” I laughed looking between the two, so ready to act. It would be better if the matter didn't spread to affect the whole village, hopefully it could remain contained. A week certainly was quite a while to gather information from one person, the Poran were certainly trying to be subtle about it all. That was good, but since I actually didn't know what they were looking for if they thought I was only playing dumb, things could escalate.


On top of that, I needed to make sure they didn't learn of Ria’s state either. Even if they weren't actual Disciples, with horns and red skin, who couldn't help but cry demon? This isolated village all but cast away one of their own; for the more orthodox city-folk, not much would be able to be done but try and hide.


I believe the only mention of demons thus far have been in comparison to Ria and from Ralph’s OGP’s stories. Demons and devils, they don't come up often in Derriad, and when they do their appearance is brief. The snippets I heard in histories from Lyssa and Dann mentioned them as humanoid monsters also capable using the flow of life. Ralph’s description of a world-shattering behemoth wasn't exact, but also not unusual. So while they may not show themselves frequently, signs of the demonic are cursed and destroyed. 


Magic use also seems somewhat paired with the idea of the demonic, which is just part of why it gets such a bad rap in Derriad.


After speaking with the brothers, I moved on to find Tagalong Girl, and possibly Rion. While I dealt with the spies, Ria still needed to be taken care of. I didn't know if we would just be talking, or if I would be put under surveillance, and plans needed to be started before they spread out and started tracking me.


Spotting King of the Kids and his citizens along the banks of the stream, tossing rocks, floating sticks and leaves, doing general kid stuff.


“Rion, we’ve got stuff to talk about. The rest of you stay. Well, I suppose *Tagalong Girl* can come as well. It’s just chores from his dad, go back to being dorks, you.” Forcibly lifting him up, a feat of only moderate difficulty with my improved strength, his entourage was about to follow until I made it seem boring. Naturally rugrats wouldn't be able to keep their mouths shut. Rion was just more invested in the situation and Tagalong Girl...well she seemed more like an adolescent than a rugrat, though it was more of an oscillation between extremes of maturity and childishness instead of an even middle ground. She already acted as my doctor’s assistant the first time, so doing so again wouldn't be too much trouble for her.


“Hey cut it out! What’s going on?” Rion complained, straightening out his shirt as if that would make it look better.


“Calm down kiddo, you saw the Disciples rolling in here right?” There shouldn't have been any way for him to miss it, but he cocked his head and looked confused.


“They...rolled in here?” 


“Rion, this is serious.Those Disciples aren't going to be so friendly if they find out about your sister. Since they don't like me either, I need you and *Tagalong Girl* to take care of her while they're here.” 


“Huh?” Come on, be a little quicker on the uptake. Standing around in a daze like this, even if Tagalong Girl does follow you, you still won't seem anything like a hero. You can only be forgiven because it is so early in your life, but shape up!


“Ria is going to be in trouble if these Disciples find her, and they'll be keeping a close eye on me in the future. So you need to take care of her! That’s what siblings do!” When they aren't at each other’s throats.


“A-alright, I got it, got it.” Rion started stammering, the sort that only acts confident if there isn't much pressure. Well the stakes may be a little high, but the task at hand was simple. I slapped him on the back.


“Good kid. *Tagalong Girl* always seems to stick with you so she can come with, but don't tell anyone else. Remember, breakfast and dinner, and a meal at midday won't hurt. She’s getting a bit better, but help lean her up to eat. Make sure you get her lots of water, water is good for sick people.” Let’s see what else would there be...right. Tagalong Girl followed Rion for his magic power, so he probably shouldn't touch her horns. But if I say that, he might get too curious. Of course if a heroic character falls prey to curiosity things still work out. Could I really count on narrative structures in the world? Besides he might not even qualify as…


No, I'm overthinking this. 


“Don't touch the horns on her head. It makes her uncomfortable and can be dangerous.” There. A bit of explanation and reason for listening should do the trick, even if I did make it up. Well it might be true, but really it didn't matter. I didn't want Ria ‘eeping’ during any of the moments of silence during my staredowns that would inevitably ensue between myself and the Disciples. Even if I don't trust in convenient narratives, Murphy’s Law has existed since time immemorial, I doubt a mere different plane of existence would put a stop to it. Better to be careful.


“Got it.” Nodding his head, Rion still sounded a little half hearted about the matter. Come on, you don't want to be a pushover MC do you? They are the kind that gets blessed with magnificent powers, but if you plan on that it surely won't happen. Take a stand, you're in the springtime of youth!


Getting Rion more composed than before, he looked like he could be counted on to take care of Ria for the time being. Looking over towards *Tagalong Girl*, she lowered her head and stepped towards Rion, acting nervous. What a crafty persona. I wondered how valuable those eyes of her really were.


Almost everything had been taken care of. Hans und Franz and friends were still traipsing about in the forest though. Were they to be encountered, not only their safety would be compromised, but the reaction of, well, pretty much everyone, couldn't be predicted past ‘quite negative’.


This time faux sneaking into the woods wouldn't cut it. There was a minor reprieve in that I only needed to shovel my minions into Inventory and that the villagers wouldn't actually care that much. Activating <Graverobber's Footsteps>, I peeked around the corners of houses while nonchalantly walking among them. Noting the position of Pan and the Disciples, I moved so several houses were in the line of sight. Moving quickly into the tall grass, no one was paying attention, and I ducked down within.


Laying down and fanning out in the middle of the wild grasses; looking at the top it would be hard to discern the anomaly. Shifting in the occasional breeze, the grasses settled and my presence was no more unnatural than a fallen branch. After some time of waiting, I shook my spiritual connections to the hand spiders, calling them to me.


Only the size of two hands, and dull green and grey in color, they would be far less likely to be noticed moving into the tall grass than my going to them. Paired with the distance, one would need supernatural senses to detect the approach of Hans und freunds.


Time crawled along with my tiny fleshy minnies. Quite a ways into the forest, even if they moved quickly, their small strides meant it took a while for them to approach. Appearing in pairs, eventually Manny and Nails returned, followed by Hans und Franz, and after a long delay, CT and Birdy. Of course the cautious one and imprudent one would end up returning last. I wondered if they had gotten into an argument on the way.


I really felt excited for the other types of undead. It would be so fun to see what they were capable of. I wondered what sort of intelligence they would possess, the changes were so curious, yet wonderful. Well, I could never forget my adorable first set of minions.


Ushering them into my Inventory, if the preparations persisted then trouble wouldn't spill over to the village as far as I could see. Now I could freely deal with the guests from the Poran, hopefully without physical conflict. The hero needs to do his best to avoid that, until it is absolutely necessary.


Earlier I was trying to get Rion to be more of a fiery character, but this isn't hypocrisy. Wiser heroes are allowed to not engage in life and death conflict over little things. Just because the Poran were criminals didn't make them all bad people. Besides, they were here to negotiate. Heroes need to be able to make a courageous stand, but also need to avoid killing. Otherwise they risk becoming an anti-hero; that sort of theme would undoubtedly bring tragedy to my surroundings. 


No, even if they were criminals, it was better to approach peacefully. Stretching as though I'd just gotten up from a nap, I headed back into the village. Pan should have finished up the tour of the area, and there wasn't much for them to be doing. Idling in the meeting hall was the best way to socialize, and it would be good if I Conduct Meeting before anyone started throwing a tantrum.



A/N:AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!

Wow! The MC slightly beats out Ruffles by 3 votes, but third place has less than half of either of them. Ria, who sat with 0 votes for a while made a comeback to tie with Hans Und Freunds for 3rd at 10 votes. Tagalong Girl and Theodore got a sad 3 each, and the others got only one.
Except Lyssa, who got zero votes.

Poor Gal.
            

    
        Chapter 39: Making up a fake Backstory

    
    
    
    
                Most towns, and even villages have a sort of square for gathering; for Salt Village, that place was just the north side of the road along the stream. For a group that was allegedly supposed to be teaching Tian Meng, they certainly were keeping to themselves. Pan had gone off to do what he does, and the trio sat in a close circle on the rocks that were to be their pews.


Not as haughty as Door Knob, their pride could still be detected at a glance. The readily apparent better-than-you attitude made me momentarily doubt that they were imposters. Without hard evidence, there was no way to be certain, but the clues led to this conclusion. 


“So, Alric, coming from Braan, things must be quite different there. Why don't you tell me a bit about it?” Tyra gave a smile without emotion, gesturing to one of the stones nearby. I wanted to just run my hands through my hair and critique her.


This interest is a little too blatant, you see? You just waltzed in here as Disciples, casually interacting with a mage as soon as you see them is suspicious. Obvious spy is obvious.


Being diplomatic about it, I overlooked such amateurishness and complied. I displayed a <Prestidigitation> to clean the stone before taking a seat. Naught but a minor display of power, but enough to tell them a bit about myself. Though considering what a novice she was, she might not pick up on it.


“It would be a great honor to inform the Disciples of my homeland, but I only come from a minor state near the outskirts of Braan. What is it that you are interested in? There certainly isn't all that much to talk about, it couldn't match the grandiosity of Derriad, with its cities like Glaucen.” Bloviating on for a bit, an image of my ‘homeland’ was being given time to form. Elements of instability, a respect for magic, an emphasis on humility of those with power. At the same time, those with power would naturally ascend, but taking heed of their roots meant it would be a prosperous place. Considering how much Derriad valued sacrifice to higher ups, saying that lacking such a thing caused a lack of unity and discord would make it more believable to them. 


“What’s your home like?” Harold looked to the sky to keep his eyes from straying towards me, but Tomas lacked discipline and was visibly biting his lip as he glared. Lowering my own head to ‘think’ about where to start, Tyra surreptitiously met eyes with Tomas, who then composed himself. They might as well just use a stage whisper and let me pretend not to have heard them.


“Other than the academy, I never had much of a home. It is good to settle down and rest up for a few years, but mostly I've been on the move.” I reminisced over a past that never happened. “*Headmaster* always went on about us needing to get out in the world. It wasn't a free pass to get out of our studies, but if you research for too long you start to become a little out of touch. A decade gets buried under all your notes, and when you step out to see the sun, the sky’s different.”


“Mm, it’s always good to have somewhere to go back to. What did the academy teach?”


“For most, magic, but for me it was everything. My father was a professor but…” I trailed off a little, making everything up on the fly. I didn't want my backstory to get too complex, lest I forget bits of it. “Well, he spent a little too much time experimenting. There was this, there was that; the school ended up taking care of me. Living in the academy, I got a decent, if slanted, education. For example, I never knew much at all about Derriad, so I came on over.”


“So you didn't come here to find anything? It was all on a whim? That’s quite the journey for so little reason.” Tyra reacted in surprise, apparently she seemed to be buying the act. At least we were getting out of my fake past and into the actual negotiation phase. I’d already accidentally made myself an orphan, I didn't want to accidentally burn down the whole imaginary academy as well, that would be too tragic. “Surely you must have heard of something here that grabbed your interest, otherwise why would you be so far within the country?”


“No, it’s all just been the way things have turned out. Really, I can’t think of anything that’s really grabbed my attention. That's how I ended up settling down here for a few seasons. No rush to go anywhere.”


Tyra continued beating around the bush, asking about ‘the academy’, about what I thought of Derriad, occasionally asking some materialistic questions. She seemed to be getting more comfortable with the fact I was a mage; but her two cohorts were not, and stayed out of the conversation. Maybe they were playing good cop, bad cop? Or perhaps just making the play more realistic as most Disciples do dislike magic and they were needed to fill out the numbers.


All that speechitating started to wear me down, but Harold unintentionally came to the rescue. Anyone would be fed up after hearing two people jabber on for three days and three nights. At least, that's how long it seemed to take.


“Tyra, I'm sure you've chatted with the mage enough for the day. We still have our duties as Disciples to teach this village. Let us retire from here and continue our planning for tomorrow.”


“You can tell me more later.” Tyra stood up and brushed herself off, and she and her minions departed. When she looked back, her smile had definitely improved; I wondered if it was the work of my deceit, or she just became more used to my presence.


I didn't really care, I was just wishing I knew time magic to make the week go by faster. That was not the case, and not wanting to become too entangled with the villagers in their eyes, I had to form my own entertainment for the evening.


Tossing around spell shapes in my mind, the abilities of each had expanded slightly. Raised INT and WIS did continue to have an effect on my spells, and although small, considering my low stat base, it was a very noticeable difference. The best of all being extended durations for my spells, as I wasn't exactly suited for damage output at the moment. Perhaps if I’d somehow focused my stats on Intelligence, but I didn't know how that could have been done anyhow.


Both Intelligence and Wisdom are important to casters in Underworld. Each affected(almost) every spell cast, but in different proportions. For example, a Wisdom focused caster would have an abundance of mana, and the effects of many duration type spells received better benefits from Wisdom. This made them excellent support casters, and Wisdom also multiclassed well with spiritual casters, whose prime traits were Wisdom and Charisma. Those rare few who tried making ‘pures’ in WIS had insane amounts of mana; naturally such a simpleminded build didn't work very well, and without the care of some friends, they wouldn't be able to grab anything that could make full use of their mana. Beacons still made themselves a bit useful in guilds. Usually they’d join with a friend and spend time socializing while buffing everyone to high heaven. 


Bombs, or a pure INT caster, only lagged a small distance behind in terms of mana quantity. At least compared to the runner ups, which only used mana in some cases. Even without multipliers involved, they were at least 10,000 MP behind a similarly leveled Beacon. Fragile, they were still considered a better choice than most other pure stat types. Intelligence primarily boosted offensive spells, and the amount of damage they did. At higher levels, they might be able to be one hit killed by pretty much anything, but they could usually set off at least one attack before having to retreat, hence Bombs. Underworld of Armok had a lot of hidden variables, but INT players seemed to near the top, bringing about a lot of speculation as to what it did.


Continuing my introspection on my abilities, I realized there were gains in both Strength and Endurance. Unlike many games, where you only wanted to pour your efforts into your main class abilities, Underworld of Armok’s roguelike nature encouraged a bit of cautiousness and balance. Pures were powerful and could fight well above their level, but they can't reach the apex. The game was too large, and it takes too long to reach the upper levels to evade any and all of your weaknesses that whole time. Given that in this world there would be no ‘new game’ option, even though Strength and Endurance drained points from my main stats, I was not unhappy. Besides, it wasn't as if they were useless either.


Especially in this new world, Hulks looked to be a very viable option, even if there were no associated abilities. Strength provided a small amount of hitpoints, stamina, and even speed. Mostly though, it just increased physical strength. True STR pures are actually a somewhat rare choice, because with the aid of a good weapon and party buffs, the damage dealt is usually overkill against anything under sub-boss class monsters. Someone with a lot of spare time on their hands figured out the material properties of stuff in the higher level zones, and even with the crazy amounts of zeroes that followed, pure Hulks could smash through it. People who griefed the lower level areas loved the class, they could basically just run through stone walls.


Which comes to my final area of stat improvement upon reaching Level 2, Endurance. Walls, the tankiest of tanks, the most common, and depending on your definition, successful, pure class. Some also called them Adventurers, since due to their large health and stamina, they were excellent at scouting unknown and dangerous areas. Getting about double the Hitpoints per END than per STR, even Bombs had trouble taking them down. On the downside, other than using their similarly abundant Stamina to improve their abilities, there wasn't much they could do. But due to their maddening resilience, they ended up lasting long enough to get some truly good loot, which could pull them into into mid-upper tier. 


If used correctly, any pure stat build could be very good, especially when considering the later level boosts. But it’s not enough to reach the apex.


Pures could be called strong, excessively so in their area, but it was their only card. Top tier players could react to any situation with excellence. Be it solo, a party, or a guild, no matter who came at a top tier player or what style they used, the true apex of Underworld of Armok could not be undermined. Being at the top didn't rely on your Character, but your character.


A niche group of a few billion resided in the apocalyptic hellscape for a few hours each day, every one fighting against the unfair and overly powerful monsters. Die again and again, and be tempered. Even with all the hours we have to spend in our lives, who spends them over and over on such a game? Who are the ones that remain to climb to the top? The pain settings in Underworld of Armok are not optional, nor are they set to minimal levels.


I never surpassed Cacame’s level, but the title <Jester> ascended into the ranks of top players. Statwise, I couldn't compete with the other top players, but that didn't stop my mark being left across the monuments to their achievements.


The Poran? Just a mob of low levels; it would be pointless to hack them to bits. I just had to remain steadfast through the tedium. For the time being, I would just plot out my future course of action.
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        Chapter 40:Tis but a scratch!

    
    
    
    
                Night came and went, and I continued sleeping outside as usual, but near Troy’s house instead. I'd found a rather comfortable patch of ground, and though I waited, I hadn't detect any presences watching me at the moment. Figuring they thought they hadn't aroused suspicion, I rested easy. 


Early morning came, waking me with the sounds of a much more active than usual village. Most everyone looked bleary eyed, not quite ready to face the day so soon, but it was necessary. The ‘Disciples’ had decided to give their sermons in the morning; so everyone could think about the teachings through the day. 


The horde of shambling zombies made their way to the banks of the river, yawning and rubbing their eyes. It wasn't as though they were lazybones who slept in all the time, rather another half hour of sleep was just far preferable. Only Melissa seemed awake and ready for the sermon; though I was also curious, as I didn't know what these imposters would be teaching.


The mass was divided into three parts that were far more professional than I anticipated. Well, the Poran were zealous townies, it would be stranger still for them to know nothing at all. It just felt strange having such a religious crime group, though it's not unprecedented.


First we were dryly led through a history of Tias and man from Tomas. Not in its entirety, but more like several prime snippets from his alleged time among humanity. Other than the story about the fact he actually traversed Derriad and the surrounding lands, such as Kallahall and Mensk, I had learned the rest from Lyssa.


Next, an excerpt from the Scriptured Doctrines were read and interpreted by Harold. An objectively great speaker, I'm sure his words would have sounded quite profound to me, had I not been philosophically opposed to half of what he said. Varying tone and clever pausing made it engaging to listen to how all beings should strive to curate and nurture the Flow of Life. Despite it mostly being talk on familial care, and who qualified to demand your sacrifice(the church, duh), those around me seemed to be quite absorbed in the lesson on Tian Meng. 


It wasn't quite to the point of becoming enraptured, and many faces didn't look quite convinced, but none were letting their attention wander. Save the children, I suppose, but when do young ones ever care for such cerebral things? Slowly, the idea that as the church was the one who put in the effort, they deserved recompense from those protected, put down its foundations. Peasants didn't have the ability to nurture the Flow of Life, so they could only support those who were able.


Well, even if it made its way into their heads, the villagers recognized it as foreign. Flow of Life? Hah! What was that, did it feed us when we were hungry? Can we eat it? Did the Church keep us warm? While the concept looked well and good to them, they were a particular instance. The villagers could realize that the Flow of Life and its wellbeing meant little to them.


You may call it greed, but the fact that they kept that attitude in mind was heartening to see. Let this village step forward if it finds itself lacking, I would step with them.


Harold took the longest and shook the hardest, but the seeds that fell were no good. But being a Disciple in the eyes of the villagers, they showed deference, and the service moved on. Tyra stepped into the spotlight to close things.


“We now seek an offering to the Guardian of Man. Though we can not return it to the temple, step forward and bare your arm as an offering to him.” 


The audience shifted slightly uncomfortably, with the exception of Melissa and Corsair.  Spilling blood was not something the others had ever done, being over a hundred miles away from Glaucen. The sermons had been working up to this point, and with its importance emphasized so greatly, no one thought they would be able to escape it. Still, they could not find it in themselves to be eager at the prospect.


Melissa, a fanatic with very little knowledge on her cult unhesitatingly stepped up; Corsair, having been to Glaucen numerous times participated more than once there, and was no stranger to the idea. Since it could not be avoided, the rest fell in line, with the exception of the children and Erwin(Hannah’s father, carved him a cane once).


The bowl they had with them resembled the ones in the Heirga Yoll with only a few differences in the excessive patterning. Tomas held it steady at waist level, a fairly impressive feat considering the thing looked to be made of stone and could hold at least three liters. His gaze drifted, flickering from Harold to Tyra, before being silently scolded when they matched gazes, only for the process to repeat a little later.


Harold stood to Tomas’ right, and to the left of the incoming villagers. A silky crimson cloth was held reverently in his right hand. In his left, a ceremonial dagger a foot long, hilt to point. It started straight, but gradually turned into a sharp curve, looking like the fang of a large beast. He handed it over to each participant in turn, before taking it back to be wiped down with the sanguine cloth. The cloth caught my eye far more than any of the other religious paraphernalia; the blood it touched was wholly absorbed, and it let go of not a single drop, more vampiric than the dagger. The way Harold kept it away from the edge of the blade as he wiped it down also indicated that it was something precious. 


Last, there was the third member, Tyra; the crux of their operation. She stood to the right of the approaching villagers, the hand they were to hold the dagger with. As all but Corsair had little experience, she stood there to help guide the dagger into position, and speak encouraging words. Gently putting her hand over another, pulling closer to the one about to strike at their own arm. The insidiousness of it made me wonder if they had another use for the blood, perhaps feeding the cloth?


In the realm of manipulation it seemed Tyra was far more adept than subtlety. Though not a peerless beauty, she had a fair and smooth face, with slender limbs. Were a single word needed to describe her, I would choose bewitching, though that may be colored by my perceptions of her intent. Though Pan, Ross, and the other similarly engaged men were less upset by her taking hold of them, they definitely became a little stirred. Even if they hadn't looked favorably upon the ideas of the sermon, a tougher person could endure more loss. Thus with Tyra’s gentle provocations, the villagers became a little competitive, the single men most of all.


Well, as I was aware of the actual circumstances it didn't apply to me. My free attitude before her the night before also meant there wasn't the impetus to act in that manner either.


I knew, but she didn’t know I knew, and I knew she didn't know I knew, so it made sense to react just a little. So when Tyra pushed up against my side, holding my hand, I was in possession of my faculties trying to decide how much damage to do to myself. Besides, what was blood to my Arbitrary Body? Luckily after thinking that, I wasn't suddenly hit with an anemic syndrome, a small oversight in the workings of the world. 


“You should offer as much as you can to the Patriarch. A man who gives as much as he is able to Tias is looked upon favorably by members of the Church.” Tyra spoke quietly in the direction of my ear. She was a little short, and I was quite tall, so the message wasn't as quiet as it could have been. 


Well I certainly don't want to slight ‘the Church’ now do I?


Sliding the dagger across my left forearm, I could barely detect the feeling of the edge. A terrifyingly sharp blade, the ease let me precisely control the level of damage done. I felt my health drain steadily, but as the edge was being dragged slowly, massive damage backlash didn't occur. 12% seemed like a good amount, considering my health experienced an increase and low starting point, that left me with about as much as when I first came to the world. Anatomy of my body being apparently the same as that of the old world, crippling effects were avoided, and even [Bleeding] disappeared after lifting the dagger up from my arm.


Holding my arm out, about to wait for the blood to pour into the ceremonial basin, there were several audible gasps. Tyra and Harold were no longer breathing, and the villagers all turned pale, save Ross and Troy. Those two merely grimaced a bit.


Looking around, I then reevaluated my arm.


Right, though the damage itself is negligible to me, the appearance does not match. A red snake a bit over a foot long pulsed blood from my arm. Unlike the others, who let their arms release a small stream easily closed by a tightly grasped hand, my arm was letting loose ounces. Underworld of Armok was a place of gratuitous bloodshed, and the scene would be tame there, and having been one of its denizens, I found nothing strange about it. The Disciples and villagers were not used to streams of blood and exposed patches of flesh, and the steady sound of splashing was the only noise for a time.


Underworld of Armok's aesthetic of fear managed to follow me and affect how my wounds looked. That was another thing for me to keep in mind.


A <Chiburi Astral> cleaned up my arm, making the appearance somewhat less terrifying, and I hoped would also help everyone recover.


“Hahaha, of course Alric can give up so much of himself. Think of how he’s given to the village...how could he not also give to the Guardia of Man?” Ross spoke haltingly, but helped everyone recover with his tone.


Pulling through in the moment of truth; good job Ross!


I somehow felt solemnity directed towards me by the adult villagers. The children looked a bit upset, but not quite terrified anymore. Overall, it wasn't as if they stepped back from me, however the act would be an indelible memory. 


Haa~, I’m still just me. You got used to a mage, why need you be uncomfortable with this part of me? Well, I could only leave it to time.


There were traces of awe on the villagers, but the ‘Disciples’ were wide eyed. Tomas delved fully into fear, slightly trembling; the basin which had been completely filled by my ‘offering’ now spilling over in small waves. Harold and Tyra handled themselves better, but visibly tightened. Tyra herself froze while still slightly wrapped around the arm holding the dagger. I could feel her heartbeat and breathing erratically thunder within her.


I wonder what the Poran would have done if she died right there from a heart attack.


Taking my time, I held the out dagger towards Harold. After a few moments, he took it, Tyra released me, and after uneasily clearing her throat, she spoke.


“Well, s-since Alric has given such an offering, there is n-no need for the rest of you to do so. The basin has been filled, and we conduct another r-ritual in private to give to the Patriarch. Remember what we have taught you and follow Tian Meng.” Rushing the last portion slightly, Tyra and her companions made for their lodgings. Tomas definitely should have been more careful with the blood of it was all so ‘sacred’.


“Ahh, I just bleed a lot, it looks worse than it was.” I scratched at my face, tapping at one of the semimetallic areas of reeter sap. Those probably didn't help me look any less strange.


“Is that wound not going to affect you? Ross had mentioned you were wounded while in the forest, but I didn't think…” Pan was the first to fully recover, and began with a softball question. 


“Haha, no, I’ll be fine. Rather, I do have some ointment for those who cut themselves a little too deeply. My body is very good at reconstituting itself, and I was actually very careful, it would be better if some of you used these things.”


It didn't take much convincing to have some volunteers come forward, but alas my remaining Callus ointment vanished in a flash. There weren't many in need of it, but I also helped clean and bandage the remaining wounded. That event just before was a bit of an anomaly to the mage Alric’s usual appearance; it took little prompting for people to begin to normal.


Those fixed up thanked me, and people gradually dispersed. The children gave me odd looks, and I scattered them with a few <Dazzle>s and <Mage Hand>s. Rion and Tagalong Girl remained longer, but with a tilt of the head imperceptible to others, they moved on.


Haa~, I’ve done something a bit too serious. Let’s just unwind in the forest for the day. That'll feel good.




A/N:AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!
            

    
        Sidestory 40.1: The Aging Revolutionary

    
    
    
    
                “Mmn! Wow, that’s great, have you made any refinements lately?”


“Oi, you know there’s no magic talk allowed here.” A lazy, but commanding shout echoed through one of the back rooms of the Assembly Hall. The admiring girl shut her mouth with a clack upon hearing the admonishment. Yalla was fortunate in that the Disciple who watched over this portion of the Assembly Hall cared little for actually doing her assigned administrative duties.


“There can't be mistakes like that when forming the spell shape. Focus the mind completely on what’s about to be done.” A late to middle aged woman wiped a small amount of sweat off her brow before setting two now-identical tomes to the side. She held out her hands. “One more, and we can be finished for the day.”


“Right!” Yalla nodded and sped off, a bundle of energy.


Watching the girl’s unusually dark braids bounce about, Joanne sighed within her mind. She didn't dare be anything less than perfect in front of the girl. Joanne worried over what would happen if she lacked a firm foundation in her life, Yalla was just too flighty to be left alone.


She had no culpability in that, it was just a result of her upbringing, or rather, her lack of one. Joanne used to frequently wish she’d been a more talented mage, so that this life of serving the Church had only been an option, instead of mandatory. Looking at Yalla’s life, she could no longer wish for such things in good conscience. At 8 years of age the bubbly girl’s talent for magic began to blossom, and before 9 she was cast out.


When Yalla told Joanne the story, there were no tears, nothing other than brightness in her voice. It only ended up a tale of adventure, coming up with spells to help her find food, to shield against the rain, and many other simple tasks. Yalla couldn't cast them reliably, but blessed with an otherworldly amount of mana, trying a few more times made no difference. Somehow the little girl survived around two years on her own before the Church discovered her talent for magic and took her in.


Two years wandering on her own...certainly Yalla spoke of a few ‘friends’, but there was no one who stayed with her. For even her family to reject her after learning of her affinity for ‘demonic arts’, who could she trust? A wizard, their own kind, hardly stopped to offer her a defective mansis ring. Yalla lost it shortly after, even after she used it.


Free spirited and unbound, the Church had trouble properly applying her, so she’d been foisted upon Joanne. Antics ensued for several months before she realized Yalla’s love of learning about magic. A way to turn her nose up at the Church, and help the girl.


Joanne herself didn't have half the knack of Yalla, but in that she had time to grow up. Cautious, she lived a fairly normal life until her 30s as member of a small independent merchant caravan. Only when there were absolutely no spectators would she practice her spells, but for the majority of the time, she lived a mundane life. Living among them for so long, she even reported two mages, and the reward brought her quite a bit of popularity.


It ate away at her. Especially a man in his 40s then, journeying at the side of a young lad. His hands were scarred from repeated burns, and after observation Joanne spotted him spooking a few wild dogs with potent flame magic. For a few weeks he traveled with the caravan, helping out in the shadows, making sure everyone arrived at Corsen safely. The camaraderie they shared didn’t stop Joanne from telling the temple.


Two aurum, enough to eat for a lifetime, enough to live well for many years, enough to send a man to the battlefront. Mensk and Derriad only just began their skirmishes back then, but a battlemage capable of flame magic would be rushed to the front lines. Joanne occasionally wondered if he was still alive, that mage named Jerry—or was it Terry? What happened to that boy he was trying to protect, and why couldn't she remember the name or face of the other magic user she turned in years before that?


It took a few years, but the battlemage and foggy silhouette began to haunt her nights, and soon her days as well. Her nerves were starting to fray, but eventually found some comfort with one of the other merchants in the small caravan. His presence suppressed Joanne’s guilt, but it did not subside. After a few more years of working up the courage, she told him all as they approached Glaucen, where she turned in that long forgotten mage.


Two aurum, enough to eat for a lifetime, enough to live well for many years, enough to send a lover to work in service to the Church for life.


Joanne never wondered how Yalla’s parents abandoned her with such ease, just because of the thing called magic. She understood as well as the girl did. The difference between them being that Joanne felt in some sense it was only right she need to slave away, while Yalla should be free. At the very least she needed to teach the girl more, a service to her kind, the settlement of an unpayable debt.


In the current situation, that was Joanne’s limit. At her desk from between shelves of ledgers, she gazed disdainfully at their lazy overseer. The Disciple might have found herself frightened, had she bothered to open her eyes. Joanne’s hair greyed when turned in to the temple, and her face turned hollow. If only that, then it would merely be the face of an aging woman; her eyes on the other hand, a normal shade of brown, were swords of pure loathing. She hid it from the Disciples, she hid it from the merchants walking the halls, she hid it from the guildmasters, and most importantly she hid it from Yalla.


One day though, when the chance came to let the girl go free, Joanne would stay behind. In the face of the Church it may not mean much, but magic is not a mere ‘demonic art’. It is bending the world to your will, and with every day Joanne felt her will grow stronger. 


Fostering the Flow of Life does not mean cutting off magic!


Revering Tias does not mean disdaining mages!


Convincing others wasn't a possibility, the Church acted too ruthlessly for that. The true way to protect mankind was to embrace magic. Tias wanted humans to live and stand on their own two feet, and for that there needed to be magic! The current Church needed to fall and be reborn, they were not the sole proprietors of humanity’s safety.


Joanne realized that she had been staring at the Disciple for far too long. Turning back to her desk, she lifted her head with a smile to the 14 year old girl hopping over with a large ledger in hand. Joanne lightly took it from her hands. “Thank you. Now, don't interrupt my concentration.” She stroked the innocent girl’s hair back before returning to her assigned task. Now was not the time to act, but it would come soon enough. Soon enough.



Yalla watched with curiosity at Joanne. Her thin old fingers danced in slow motion, pointing down at the pages. Anna said that motions like that helped channel mana, making it easier to control. Whenever Anna watched her practice magic she would try and imitate those weird movements, but for her it didn't make magic easier at all. Yalla still did them though, as the old lady had helped her out a great deal over the years.


Starting to lose track of where the old lady’s fingers were dancing about, Yalla began thinking back. Had it been over three years already? She couldn't decide if her time spent working felt like an eternity or a moment. No reason it couldn't be a bit of both.


She remembered being brought to the temple for the first time. Yalla hadn’t been forcibly taken there in the most literal sense, but surrounded on all sides by scary men and women; an 11 year old didn't have many other options other than comply. Back then the words used were foreign, and she’d been escorted from unfamiliar room to unfamiliar room. Then they told her to do this and that, but she escaped her duties on more than one occasion.


That girl thought she was so clever, until the Oouei got sick of her disobedience. Leniency ceased, but naively she continued trying to evade the legions of the Church. By some miracle, eventually she found herself with Anna.


She never expected pie to fall from the sky and initially acted wary around the old lady. No smiles, no conversation other than ‘do this’,’fetch that’. Yalla thought this would be just another jailer to try and escape. Surprised would be understating what she felt when witnessing the old lady cast magic. At that time she didn't know the word, but always assumed that the Church would keep putting her under the control of ignorant Oouei.


All of a sudden things started changing for Yalla. Anna taught her everything about magic, mana, and why the Oouei hated them so much. All her life she’d been on her own, trying to match that feeling inside her with those pictures. Now someone could tell her what all of it meant. That feeling inside, those shapes-that-weren’t-shapes, Yalla’s entire life revolved around them.


They made her sad, even though they were a part of her. Almost as long as she could remember, she could feel that feeling, filling her up inside, wanting to do. It made her always on the go, the kids she called friends could hardly keep up with her pace, and her parents lectured her even as they smiled at her rambunctious activities.


Then a few years ago, there’d been a stormy night. It didn't usually rain heavily, but it did that time. Thunder roared through the sky like a beast, and water made its way through the weary roof weakened by days of strong wind. Yalla had wrapped herself in the only small blanket she had, shivering. She just wanted her parents, but stormclouds blocked the light from all the stars and moons. Feeling inside her, she knew she wanted light, and all of a sudden she knew that the feeling inside her could do that if she wanted.


In the sourceless illumination, Yalla clearly made out the aghast faces of her parents, and she very quickly realized it was not something they wanted. But it was too late at that point.


Yalla was allowed to wander around her village only a few more days before the people there sent her off for good. Her parents cried, not for her but because such an ill omen was birthed under their roof. Their quick reaction kept them from becoming complete pariahs, but certainly their life wouldn't be as simple as before.


Not that Yalla cared. After meeting Anna, Yalla did not even begrudge them. They were Oouei. There was no point hating something so simple.


The feeling and shapes inside her towed her through the next two years of her life. Truly, compared to leaving, they were the greatest of times. Beholden to no one, going her own way, Yalla realized that in solitude, she could practice using that feeling to heart’s content.


Self study wasn't easy. She couldn't tell why the shapes-that-weren't-shapes changed, and why they didn't always work. Trying over and over, there were no other options, but Yalla did learn the consequences of losing all of that feeling quickly. 


Helplessness. Worse than that even; the feeling almost always was with her, keeping her going, letting her do as she pleased. Once it left completely for the first time, she just sat down.


Yalla passed out from hunger, and only the terrifying crack of thunder woke her shivering bones. That fear whipped her forward, without it she may have just withered into a pile of bones back then.


Now though, Anna taught her all about mana, spell shapes, and mana exhaustion. More than anything Yalla enjoyed their time together. The old lady treated her well.


Anna was nice, but she was still just a nice old lady to Yalla. In the past few months, Anna had less and less to share about magic with her. Years passed since she first arrived, and Yalla slowly approached the old lady’s height. She still treated her like a kid, and on top of the fact that there wasn't much left for her here, Yalla started feeling her mana more strongly again.


This wasn't the past, she was different now. She looked between the lazy Disciple and Joanne. Perhaps not today, but soon enough.


Soon enough.




A/N:AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!! Looking back, it feels like Joanne and Yalla should have each gotten their own chapters so their stories weren't so brief. Well, they aren't the MC so you can deal with it.
I'm posting this because I'm thinking of simply not including sidestories in the regular release schedule and putting them out on the same day as their preceding chapter.

Simon says make me a TV Tropes page~
            

    
        Chapter 41: Making Progress

    
    
    
    
                Stealthily departing to the woods, I decided to spend the whole day on my own. A nice period of grinding to zone out and let everyone calm down while still being productive. Not leveling up, every successful battle left me feeling somewhat elated; getting Experience was enough to trigger a small rush, but it wasn't much of one. Still a pleasant experience, hehe.


In the process of taking down 12 goblins over the course of the hunt, I came to get a better grasp of their mannerisms. Large packs like the one I'd run into with Ross and Troy were frequent, but I avoided them, an easy task on my own. Instead, I worked on cleaning up the solo goblins I found.


The thought of forming a beastiary occurred to me, but without writing materials, the knowledge might as well be kept in the head. Only a few different sets of facts would really stick, so I didn't go full goblin anthropologist. Nonetheless, in the process of finding out their scouting ranges and territories, there were quite a few points of interest. At least, I found it to be interesting.


Recall that goblins’ hands are clawed, giving them trouble trying to grasp items. But not all goblins are created equal. Imagine your own hand(assuming this book has gotten home to a human population), and replace the final segment with a stout claw 5 cm long. Without the traction of fingerprints, or ability to yield a bit like flesh, this would hamper your grasp; but it would not be a fatal blow. Your second joint would still be able to help. However these goblins were in the minority, most possessed a hand structure of palm, phalange, then claw. Unable to ‘coil’ as much, the majority of goblin had trouble holding weapons with smaller hilts.


But the truly curious thing is in the societal division. More interested in killing trying to level up again and avoiding the larger bands, it remained speculation; however there seemed to be a hierarchical distinction between the two. Those with better grasp were more frequently found on their own, or in a pair, while the majority formed larger packs.


With the aid of <Graverobber's Footsteps>, while stalking my prey I witnessed a few interactions. The solo grasper that I followed met with a group of five regular goblins on accident. Harassing the grasper, it didn't quite come to blows, but there seemed to be a measure of disdain in their actions. Exchanging squawking warbles, I wondered to what extent they formed a society. After all, the goblin population grew denser to the northwest, and though I'd yet to discover any camp, there were too many for it to be a mission of gathering food.


No extra effort was spent on that day, and I just killed the grasper goblin I’d been following when it reached an isolated area.


Such chances weren't to be given up, most of my time was spent practicing my stealth skill. At least one patrol roamed per square kilometer, perhaps even a quarter of that area. The clash of combat didn't travel well through the trees, but enough goblins were in the area that I knew I had to strike quickly. Numerous, I wasn't really in the mood to figure out why, or find their encampment or whatever. It was a grinding trip to kick back and relax a bit.


I returned that evening with quite a few good quality corpses stacked in my Inventory. Unlike processed undead, as long as the bodies weren't missing too many parts, they would stack, once again confusing me as to how Inventory actually worked. Also, six hand spiders were enough for the moment, particularly since I couldn't actually make a great deal of alchemical products at one time. Speaking of which, I grabbed a few herbs on my way back in case I was asked where I had gone. I could have retrieved them from my Inventory, but my stocks increased this way. With infinite stacking, even if I didn't use them if they were already in there, I might as well get more.


Back in the village, things appeared as usual. At first it came as a relief nothing happened. Then, night proper arrived and nothing happened. The lull seemed suspicious, but if the Poran weren't acting, I could do nothing about it. I decided to stay awake just in case, as well as because days were only 21 hours long. Even if each session of sleep didn't last long, they still occurred far too frequently. I’d spend a third of my new life asleep at that pace.


Though I turned the sandman away from my door, no one else came knocking. I just sat with my thoughts until dawn began breaking, and the villagers began gathering for round two of the service.


Having not slept, I reached the area while it was vacant. Standing off to the side, sitting in the middle would make a few uncomfortable, but I made sure the distance wasn't too great. Indeed, the first few villagers to arrive shied away at first, but once more gathered the reaction diminished. The stunt yesterday had been unnerving, but ultimately harmless.


Then the trio arrived, and my eyebrows came together. They’d brought the ceremonial basin again. Most people only attended a service once a week, the amount of time it took to recover the blood given. So bringing the basin out again was an ill omen for the village. Time would tell if the three dared to ask for a sacrifice again, and it did not look favorable.


The order of the procession remained the same. Tomas told some dull stories of the Patriarch, this time a repeat for me about how he gave the Flow of Life to mankind. Harold gave an emphatic speech on the Scriptured Doctrines, and the subtle difference between Life and Unlife. Unlife is that which goes against the Flow of Life, and in his broad interpretation ended up being basically anything he didn't like. He included point-ears, which made me happy, but then he spoke a bit on demons, and magic.


Is he attempting to incite me?


I didn't care, so I wore a bored expression for when the occasional villager glanced at me. It was a look saying ‘you are so wrong, I’m not even going to bother’. Even less came of this sermon than the one yesterday. Nervousness built in the air, the third portion of the service was approaching, and no one was looking forward to it. Only zealots would want to participate in such a crazy act.


So when Tyra stepped forward to ask for a sacrifice again, other than Melissa, the villagers were even slower to react. Even Corsair, the second to step forward was hesitant. It may not have been much, but he still attended a proper service in Glaucen in the past. He clearly felt something off, but went along with it anyway.


More resolute and confident in my healing abilities, I didn't delay long, but being on the edge meant a few more fell in line before me, including Troy, and Ross and Hannah.


When I reached the bowl, almost half had been filled. I took the dagger from Harold, and Tyra did not move to help me this time. As I readied the blade, the three grit their teeth upon noticing my arm had returned to normal from yesterday. 


Don't be surprised, the wounds your fellows would have still been here if I healed normally. Hm, perhaps this was actually a test of my recovery abilities as well. Then let me ace it.


Clearing my throat, I gave the faint hearted a little warning. This cut would be a little deeper than the last. I doubted I could fill the remaining liter plus with my current health. Crippling effects also needed to be avoided, and planning the path ahead of time, a clean gash was slowly drawn for 25% of my health.


That only produced half a liter at most, but by that point the blade had reached near my elbow. The surgical precision is only due to the fact the cut went along a low risk area. Dragging the cut further would move into the area of several arteries, and my knowledge of anatomy wasn't so great as to continue on the fly. Another cut held the risk of making the injury compound and adding a crippling effect, and cutting the other arm would likely lead to waste, as well as not being in line with how the ceremony went in this instance.


In the end, I only provided enough extra for three or four more people behind me to get out of it. A bit of safe practice was needed to go further. 75% of my hitpoints remained, and if that was all I could do, then the end of the week looked grim. Just more to do, I supposed.


Being the second time, there was less shock, and since I got in line sooner, the ritual could proceed for a few people more. When the basin had almost filled, Tyra stopped and dismissed the village. Moving straight for the forest’s edge, the brothers, along with Hannah, accompanied me for a bit.


“Haha, I see what you’re doing up there Alric. Theeey might not be able to, but I do.” Troy moved along stretching out his words and gait more than usual. He acted lightheaded, so I withdrew my healing potion in a beaker.


“Drink this you fool. Don’t go too overboard if this happens tomorrow.” Leading the way, I stopped us for a few moments to make sure Troy didn't spill or drop the beaker. Ross took the time to interject.


“You as well. Don't push yourself too far either. You're not immortal, so you say.”


“Haha, you actually sound a bit skeptical! I’m flattered, I think, but I know my limits. Twice as much damage as that still wouldn’t kill me, there's just the trouble of cutting the wrong muscles too deeply. Just be ready for tomorrow. I'm not trying to make a spectacle, but it's far easier for me to bear the burden. I recover in a few hours anyhow, as opposed to several days for you all.”


“If you know what you're doing. Should we come with you to the forest?”


“No, there’s business other than herbs for me there.” I shook my head. Enjoyable companions falling behind during power scaling was regrettable, but nothing could be done about it. Asking them if they felt a rush when killing things also wasn't something I wanted to ask. “You two need to recover more than I do in any case. If you see Rion, remind him to be careful, he’ll know what I mean.” Smiling mysteriously, I headed out into the forest.


Given the almost two hours to reach the depths of the forest where the goblins roamed, I had time to heal up and play a few games of Operation with my arm. The buzzer sounded a few times as I struck arteries a few times, inducing the [Bleeding] effect, but after a short period of rest, the damage would be gone.


That slowed my pace a little, but plenty of daylight remained before it was time to return. I felled three solo graspers, and then ran into a group of three. Observing them, I noted than one of their number was actually a grasper goblin as well. Ignoring possible hierarchical complications, they were swiftly eliminated.


With an overwhelming sense of accomplishment, I threw the spear I had been using to fight into a tree. Laughing out loud, I giddily scooped up the bodies. Gloating too loudly, though it wasn't quite evening, I ran back towards the village. The shouts of joy attracted a few too many opponents, but gleefully laughing and cursing at them in turn, I made for the village.


Ahahaha, you goblins are newb food! So long as I hunt you, I can build myself up atop a mountain of your corpses! Upon my return, you will find yourselves shaking in fear before my awe inspiring presence!


I’d reached Level 3!


A/N:AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!! I just realized how much this resembles Mr. Lyle. That’s okay, Mr. Lyle is great.
            

    
        Chapter 42: But we just did this!

    
    
    
    
                Fistpumping and running around trees on the way back, I sang ‘We are the champions’, letting loose the occasional <Magic Dart> through the trees. Not only had I become more durable and Intelligent, but Level 3 definitely did not count as a dud level. Aside from the undead themselves, the Necromancer’s prime ability came at Level 3.


{Negative Energy}


The usage of negative energy isn't limited to just Necromancers, but compared to other classes it provides a great deal more utility. Healing and enhancing minions, damaging and debuffing the enemy, detection abilities, even thematic stuff like making nearby plants wilt; usage of negative energy was a staple to the Necromancer.


Well, being Level 3 I didn't have the ability to use most of that. However unlocking the {Negative Energy} tree brought a new element from Underworld. From it I could try to further work out the rules of the world, for SCIENCE! 


That is said in retrospect, because after leveling up I was more interested in having fun at the moment, cartwheeling into the village. Though they were less cartwheels and more smacking into the ground. I'd calmed down a bit by the time I saw the houses, but my happy mood remained. An orange colored sky complimented the midsummer breeze. Walking along the stream, I wondered if there was anything like a firefly in the world. Finally losing the excessive energy from leveling up, I started brewing a healing potion to replace the one given to Troy. After all, it would definitely be needed the next day.


Finishing the potion with a swirl, a shadow fell near the workspace, kept at bay by the flames. Tyra returned for a chat, thankfully. She and her cohorts already wasted a day being stunned, negotiations would never proceed if that kept up. Seeing a fresh, uninjured arm, her only reaction was to bite her lip. 


Well, seeing as how you're so resolute now, why don’t you speak.


“You are quite blessed by the Patriarch.”


“Hah, blessed, cursed; who knows what who was thinking.” Please let us move on to your actual line of questioning. These sorts of lies don't amuse me. “I am what I am, there's no point wondering about it.”


“It is quite the strange ability…” Blah blah blah, blah blah. “...treasures with such powers are highly sought after.”


After a period of zoning out, giving generic answers and question, my ears perked up at treasure. Wow, only about 20 minutes passed, are you in a rush Tyra? Recalling the gist of the sentences before, she started going on about items that could enhance the user’s body. Right, just some cultivation pills style stuff, but it was on track for this questline.


“Those do sound interesting, but I’ve never seen such things. Surely there would be drawbacks to such a quick increase in power. It’s better to rely on the self to build a stable foundation.”


“You really don't know of them? Surely in your travels you've heard of beast cores before. Wherever they pass, waves appear. Disciples are always struggling amongst themselves to get them. Word is that used properly they can take one straight to the combat abilities of a second rank cleric from nothing.”


Lady, no matter how much you build this up, I'm not suddenly going to know where the blasted thing is. You all want this thingamajig, but I don't have it.


“Well were I to chance upon one, I would gift it to the church. Personally I have no interest in such things.”


“A member of the Church would definitely pay handsomely for such an item. Is t gifting it away a waste?”


“I'm sure a monster core would just be another stone in my hand. There’s no need to hang on to it just for money.”


“I see, you don't particularly care about wealth do you?”


“As long as I can eat, I will survive.” 


Tyra let out a long breath and looked at me. Only three days and the Poran were already getting quite irksome. Mainly because they were bleeding the town dry, but I would be more comfortable going out on a multi day hunt were they to go away. Unable to discern her look, I let her continue to stare. At this point, if they weren't going to just bring up the matter, I wouldn't say anything.


“In that case, seeing as you are not interested, I will let you be.” She abruptly departed, wearing a strange face. It seemed that in tiring of the discussion, I'd tripped her up somewhere. Well, that's what the Poran got for sending in a novice.


Still not very tired that night, I merely sat restfully, attempting to recall the numbers and formulas that governed Underworld of Armok.


So time once again slipped by, and before dawn I headed to the Stones of Assembly. Deciding on sitting down, I picked a spot close to where the trio would stand. After almost an hour passed, Ralph took a nearby stone for his own.


“You're a bit crazy.” He sounded very thoughtful as he said that, like scholars through the ages would copy it down. 


“Only a bit, right?”


“No, you're really crazy.” Ralph amended his statement, still acting very serious. “It's good crazy though. I just don't get why.”


“Well if you understood, I wouldn't be crazy then.”


“That’s right! You're just crazy!” Ralph laughed, solving some sort of puzzle only he knew about. Smiling and no longer somber, his rough laugh started to wake up the rest of the village. “That's right, of course we'd be helped out by a crazy. Glad you're crazy, Alric.”


“Haha, sure thing. Can't really be anything else.” Who knew what that fisherman found so amusing, but I guess I was a bit crazy. It had been about 40 days since I found myself in this world, and I'd spent it devoted to helping out the first village I passed. There were reasons, but for most people they certainly weren't sufficient. Maybe what I wanted was a bit crazy.


‘As long as you want it, it doesn't matter how irrational it is.’


Never really thought about how much I lived by those words before. Considering how long history is, it was inevitable that at least one quote would fit me; so it was more sifting through to find the matches than a true bond with the idea behind it though.


As Ralph found himself amused with my craziness, others filtered in. Chatting with a few others, I dropped hints to get the little ones and the more uneasy to look away. Dropping huge amounts of hitpoints from a single limb was a difficult task. Normally after a certain threshold the part would just cease to function, and other than complete removal there would be no further effects. Shenanigans needed to be pulled to turn that damage into blood all from one arm. 


The blade was sharp, but I still planned on keeping my secrets.


Enjoyable chatter slowed and died when the three came before us. Tomas’ eyes possessed a hard glint not in them before. They were executing their move, at last. Only one hour a day on this quest, moving on would be warmly welcomed. All went as usual during the service however.


Tomas drolly spoke about Tias himself getting in a fight with a demon lord, which actually wasn't half bad. Speaking about half again as fast as usual, even without good inflection, it was vastly more entertaining than the previous day. Harold spoke on conflict between people(foreshadowing much?), but opposite of Tomas, his speaking abilities diminished. They really were too much on edge, did they think that a foreigner wouldn't be able to detect changes in their speech?


That wasn't a half bad hypothesis; since they grew up thousands of miles from a second language, they might have overestimated the difficulty of becoming fluent. Or maybe I just surpassed all their expectations, hehe.


No, they probably just weren't as on guard as they should have been.


Reaching the final stage, Melissa moved forward, looking a bit pale; the most zealous of the villagers, she probably donated far more than good for her health. I didn't like her much, but decided to mix her up a potion at some point. At the very least she provided some amusement to Rion and the gang, even if they were being sadistic brats about it. Kids will be kids.


Corsair remained behind with the main pack of villagers this time. I'd been informed later that the three frequently continued preaching after noon, and Corsair realized something was wrong from the miniature sermons. Not that he acted on it, but no longer did he step forward, a willing lamb to the slaughter.


There was hesitation, but the ritual was still inevitable. Those who managed to escape one of the other days lined up in silence. Trading places, I subtly cut towards the front of the line. My own delay was because no matter how I cut it, the hitpoints I had were not sufficient to provide three liters of blood. About six villagers went, before I stepped in front of the sacrificial basin.


I took the ceremonial dagger, not yet laying it against the skin. Run over the best course in the mind, feel the weight of the dagger in the hand. Concentrate on feeling how much health remains, and angle the arm so all the blood is caught in the bowl. Taking two deep breaths, I closed and opened my eyes, letting out a cough. Looking back through the crowd, only one in four heads turned away, but it seemed the children were sufficiently far back as to be out of sight. I learned the lesson the first time, but they couldn't exactly be forced to look away could they.


I locked eyes with both Tyra and Harold for a moment each before beginning.


Up, to the side, curve, up, around the elbow, rotate the wrist—with such a sharp edge, it went so much more easily than practice with my own dagger. My time processing plants with Theodore improved my dexterity manyfold, and flesh also wasn't so easily cut. Avoiding arteries, only slightly tearing at muscles, the blade danced up and down. A bloody space-filling curve that avoided several seemingly random spots quickly changed from a coiled line to a flat plane. 


Removing the knife, my downward facing fingers dripped like a tap. Inhaling, I'd gone slightly too fast, causing some Stamina decrease from massive damage. I guess I just had a bit of stage fright.


My body released blood in three phases from what I could tell, initial injury, secondary bleeding, and for truly severe wounds an intermittent stage. My spigot started strongly at first from initial injury, but the second phase provided a quarter of what I bled, so an approximate two minutes were needed. Considering the amount still flowing from my arm at the moment, the three weren't exactly in a position to move on to the next in line.


About 15 mL for each hitpoint, and I expended 90%, just above the penalty zone. Having reached Level 3 and enjoying some additional hitpoints, I put out around two liters of blood by the time it was done. Towards the end, the drops fell more slowly, but it was like one of those old syrup dispensers, you aren't getting a lot more syrup, but if you move you end up being that jerk who gets it absolutely everywhere. It just happened to be blood.


Shaking my arm to knock the last few drops off, I turned around. Everyone was watching. Didn't I tell them to look away? Being the third time, the shock and awe factor diminished significantly, and they still all stood frozen. I guess 20% to 90% was a pretty big jump in the amount of blood produced. At least no one fainted from the sight; before the <Chiburi Astral> my arm was a hemophobic’s nightmare.


Tomas didn't stop glaring as they beat a retreat as they had in the days passed. They were probably waiting near the forest to spring their plot, even if they weren't the most low key spies, surely they weren't idiots. Not wanting to engage them in my terrible condition, I decided to wait among the villagers for a bit.


“Crazy Alric, how can you even deny it when you were planning on doing something like that?” Ralph muttered, keeping his eyes off my arm. In fact, the vast majority were trying to look away, only to be drawn in by it.


Enjoy the mangled sight while you can Marquis, it’ll be all better soon.


Drawn by horrid fascination, and averting their eyes talk started up. The center of attention shifted to me and I bashfully scratched at my cheek. Heroics are fine to take the spotlight with, but this should have only counted as a small favor. It wasn't like I made a big sacrifice or anything, so getting attention for it felt wrong. Though unintentional, in being blown out of proportion it seemed to be a rather deep deceit.


Heroes are rewarded for overcoming tribulations in an equal magnitude. To gain so much gratitude for so little wasn't heroic at all. Not that I seemed to be able to slip out of the spotlight, not before Pan stepped in.


“Thank you for stepping forward these days. After talking with Corsair, I think your assessment from a few days ago was correct.” Pan spoke below the din, but close enough I could still make out what he was saying. “Today appeared different. Are you going to deal with the matter?”


“Yeah, I'll make sure nothing comes back to the village either. Don't worry about a thing.” So Pan hadn't been sitting on his hands, but consulting with others over the matter. A top tier administrator, doing his job so well you hardly notice his presence. This was my problem to take care of in the end.


“Good luck.” Pan moved to make a hole in the crowd, and I knocked back a healing potion before moving towards the forest once again.



A/N:AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!

okay, I'm on like Ch. 67. You guys are lagging behind, and this is a bit slow anyhow. Have another.


Also I'm thinking of doing a forum role play game thing. It would center on a magic academy in Braan; depending on the results it may or may not end up canon but BE WARNED, there will probably be minor spoilers about how magic works.
            

    
        Chapter 43:Little Wizard Alric, Running through the Forest

    
    
    
    
                I went on so much earlier about handling the situation diplomatically, but in the end preparations for a fight were being made. No promises were made to settle things peacefully, and they were a criminal organization; so even if I had changed my mind I didn’t think it would count against my existence as a Hero.


Honestly, taking 90% damage meant I should have rested a bit longer. After delaying for half an hour and regaining about 40%, waiting became unbearable. A little on the low side for my usual exchange tactics, but with an increase in Stamina and Strength, it might not be necessary. {Negative Energy}, although unpracticed, could prove to be a trump card as well.


Moving towards the woods, nothing seemed amiss at first.  It was not an overreaction to be suspicious, Tomas’ attitude definitely indicated they were on the move. If the Jester detected an ambush, then it was there. Too many scrubs ganked to not be able to tell when a new character was trying to get me back.


“<Death Sense>”


With Intelligence and Wisdom came a slight increase to sensitivity and distance. The spell also grew easier to use, though that may have been the result of practice; I kept it on constantly while hunting for goblins. Casting my sight into the trees, I didn’t see anything. Feeling confident in my guess, I pressed on, still expecting them to pop out of the trees. <Death Sense>’s fallibility had already been thoroughly impressed upon me.


10 minutes of moving unhindered through the trees passed, and my wounds were healing. I started to doubt my suspicions, but remained alert. A half hour passed, and I tried thinking of just how clever they thought me to be. They could know I would stay alert longer than usual, and shift back farther. If they evaluated me a step higher, they would think me aware for even longer. The question soon became did they assume I would lower my guard deep in the forest, or did they think I would be constantly alert and their plan didn't relate to the forest at all?


No, they didn't witness any grand feats of deduction on my part. My actions over the few days were repetitive as well, if they paid any attention at all they would have confirmed my route through the forest. I never rushed either, if they couldn't get information about the monster core from me diplomatically, then they would have planned an ambush for more forceful interrogation. The way my wounds disappeared may have given them initial shock, but there was time to set up countermeasures. They were definitely lying in wait.


Over halfway to the goblin territory, <Death Sense> finally picked something up. A much brighter red in the distance, compared to the goblin weapons it would be like a candle compared to a glow-in-the-dark sticker. Not incredibly impressive, but far above the latter. I spotted two clumps of red, both a bit forward and to either side of me, about 30m away.


Just two, which meant the third remained out of range, or had weapons not detectable by <Death Sense>. Without signs of having noticed, I kept walking. Passing between them and preparing for their assault, nothing happened. Even as I continued and my back was to them, they didn't make their move. Then as I began to get farther and farther away from them, they started following me from a distance behind.


Crap.


This was a tactic for cutting off my avenue of retreat. That would do them no good unless I was overwhelmed and surrounded, forcing me to back out in that direction. You couldn't hem someone in the forest with only three people, that necessitated other operatives of theirs working in the shadows.


Underestimating opponents is a real theme of mine. So much for CONSTANT VIGILANCE.


Underestimated or not, if needed I could tank one or two hits while breaking the encirclement and expend a ton of Stamina to get out of there. In fact, moving deeper into the forest, that was a great idea. Ever so slightly my footfalls grew louder and faster.


Padding along the dirt only marginally quicker, I eventually raised my speed into a power walk. With <Death Sense>, a few more points of red appeared. Adjusting course left, I didn't pass between them, but instead cut close to one, letting the other shift out of range.


Of the three I could still sense, a momentary discord affected their movement and formation. I decided that was my cue to start running.


Trees flew by, and all of a sudden a few shouts of pursuit filled the air. Not wanting to be caught, or to lose them, I paced myself with a nice jog after the initial sprint. Deeper in the forest it took a bit of effort to avoid the thicker trees and occasional shrub, and the amount of leafy detritus increased. The plains-people of Derriad were at a significant disadvantage in comparison.


Even so, maintaining the distance between us didn't go as easily as I liked. I had endurance and long legs, but lacked Agility. Strength allowed my muscles to make powerful movements, not quick ones. The rogue types behind me definitely possessed the physical advantage. At least, if my absurd Stamina wasn't taken into consideration; with it, the chase started to extend into a marathon.


Settling into a pace, I tried keeping them on the edge of my vision, but a few dipped in and out of range. Whether they could no longer pursue, or were trying to fan out again I couldn't tell. Either way, we were able to keep at a steady jog for quite a while. The surroundings were growing dark, and the animal noises seemed distorted. Clacking from creatures that weren't quite birds, trills from not exactly mammals. And of course, on occasion, a warbling squawk would call through the trees.


“Give it up! You can’t run forever!” A hoarse voice barked from behind. Taking a moment to look ahead first, I then spared a glance behind. While only two points remained in <Death Sense> there were four following me. Obviously breathing roughly, it didn't look like they were at their limit, but if I kept running I could outdistance them. Expending extra Stamina, I could probably even lose them after a short distance through the trees.


After all, even if the Necromancer is a caster, they all started at a low level like myself. And after getting caught red-handed robbing graves, there isn't much left to do but run.


Not that I would be undertaking the boring route, they would have eaten the dust a long time ago if that were the case.


“I just have to run longer than you!” With gradual expenditure, I was able to call out easily to them. To irk them a little more, a few presents were sent back. “<Magic Dart><Magic Dart><Magic Dart><Flare><Magic Dart><Flare><Magic Dart>”  Every two or three strides another spell shot back. I didn't really worry about the accuracy, even though the shots went wild, it was enough to grab their attention. A few coughed and gasped as they ran, not hit, but in dodging what they felt were close calls they upset their breathing and stride. 


“Hahaha, you guys thought you could catch me?” Taunting, the chase had gone on for just about an hour. Not all of it had been jogging, but they were beginning to experience mental fatigue. You just can't build a tolerance to enduring stimuli if your whole day is 14 hours, it's something cultivated through long periods of activities that were both repetitive yet required attention. Like grinding for XP.


Their awareness of their surroundings dim, I veered right towards a thicket increasing my speed. Making use of my enhanced strength, I vaulted upwards, using the head of the approaching goblin party as a stepping stone to boost myself further.


“Goblins!” With a smile, I heard them shout, trying to coordinate in their exhausted state. Chuckling, my speed redoubled again, and I found a somewhat more isolated patch of forest to rest.


We were deep in goblin territory now. <Death Sense> let me avoid any patrols of significant size, and a lone goblin was a cowardly creature. Irritating the pursuers kept them from paying as much attention to the surroundings. The noise of it all attracted a few larger parties, and though left behind, some would eventually catch up.


I didn't want to kill them, and this way would force them to rethink their options if they escaped. You might say leading them to the goblins was as good as smashing them to itty bits myself, but I feel there’s a sufficient difference. If I straight up fought with them, it would be either my death or theirs. This way, it was merely a pursuit through dangerous territory. It was a test of our abilities, I ran into the goblins’ territory as well. We might both survive, we might both die; it didn't have to resolve in one of our deaths. This was the option that let us both survive, the most heroic option I could conjure up.


Well, even if they did die it would be no skin off my back. This just gave them a chance.


Relaxing to recover Stamina and a bit of Mana, one of those split trees provided a good spot to climb into and wait. Keeping <Death Sense> up, I remained alert, which ended up being a wiser move than anticipated.


Clashing metal, and shouts, both human and goblin grew in volume. More and more of the faint red aura of goblin weaponry passed through even my relatively small range of detection. Multiple warcries sounded from the goblin, which then echoed from goblins positioned farther away in the forest. From the woodwork the green creatures appeared in vast quantities.


Sensing danger, I abandoned waiting to see the results of the Poran members. Goblins were attracted to the noise, then made more noise, and chaos built on itself. Ducking through the trees, I spotted a group of goblins fighting each other.


Did leading those guys back here start this? Not my problem, but jeez, I'm like a bull in a china shop. Can't run away from danger without starting a civil war.


Fights ranged from duels(usually ended by one of the participants being backstabbed, wit the assailant replacing them), to two coordinated forces smashing into each other, to free-for-alls, where the participants were just as confused as I was on the manner of alliances. Where possible, I’d throw several <Magic Dart>s into the crowd for easy experience, before running.


Staying a bit longer after a few times, I realized that just being human didn't make me a priority target. While if a swarm descended on me, all that could be done was run away, the goblin forces were too fragmented. Those that did charge at me came in groups of four at the most, and even those were picked off by the surrounding fighters.


Growing a bit audacious, I picked off members from winning sides, trying to keep a victor from emerging. While the experience was great, the larger scale fights were heaven. Two or three groups would clash, retreat, and repeat before dispersing or being disrupted by the surrounding groups, leaving a wake of corpses.


It’s Goblin Christmas! Magma furnaces not necessary to enjoy, so long as you're a Necromancer!


Inventory was a gaping maw that greedily devoured corpses with my aid. So many materials to use, this was definitely the best possible result.


“*Oh, one body, two body, three body, four,
Goblins line up at death’s door.

You don't need your flesh, anymore.
A massive battle, I adore!*”


Singing, I scavenged the battlefield, making sure to watch my back. Taking the last of one small skirmish, I looked up to find my next corpse. Searching the area, four bodies lay scattered near two particularly close-set trees and a leafless bramble. Or rather, three and a half bodies.


At first it appeared to be a goblin grasper, but looking even closer, there were further differences. Its appearance looked both smoother and more gaunt than the usual goblin, thinner and taller, almost five feet. Instead of one of the mottled greens its kin wore, its skin also had a slight grey and fleshy pink tint. Looking at the razor sharp claws on slender hands, there was no doubt it was another variant. Using those much sharper appendages and jagged teeth, it munched away at a corpse, one large mouthful at a time.


As I observed it, it happened to look up from its meal, and saw me. Since it did not look immediately hostile, I would not be either.


Sure I want that corpse you're eating, but hey, as long as you aren't wasting it, it’s all yours buddy. We’re on a battlefield, there are plenty of other dead goblins to grab.


You're still looking at me man.


Not ignoring me, I decided to let the variant make a move first. 15 meters were between us, and if its speed was enough to close that gap in a moment, my take and give tactic would be my only way to fight it. Uneasy instants passed and it opened its mouth, revealing a bloody maw of jagged teeth.


“Rrrkoi...hyu-mran. Hyumran. Greet hyumran.” Nails on a chalkboard came out of its mouth, but I could understand it. Hah! The bloody thingamajig spoke, how neat. I decided to humor it; realizing that whatever was going on here could easily have ramifications beyond the deeper woods.


“This human greets you. Peace? No fight? No fighting? Alliance?” Putting away the spear I had in hand in a show of good faith, I turned my palms upward in front of me. A white flag of sorts among races with claws; at least according to one game I played. No reason not to try.


Not likely a result of my hand gesture, the variant looked ecstatic, opening its mouth and black eyes wider. That or it wanted to eat me, but considering it didn't try to eat me, that left the first.


“Good! Hyumran khill Uhkhjk goblin. Hrelp, fhkllow me.” The variant stuffed its face into the bowels of the corpse, tearing out a good chunk before gesturing its claws for me to follow.


Because it seemed interesting, I went along with it.







A/N:AARRGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!! 
ROYAL ROAD.
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        Chapter 44: Scooping up the Goblins and Smashing them in the Face

    
    
    
    
                “Khill.”


Walking with Varry, when we passed by a group of goblins it would lift its talons and indicate if they were to be annihilated. In my hands I held a shortsword without defects, but still not of any quality. Characters of games past tried to replay their movements, and I did my best to recall them. With training-dummy level opponents, it was best to try and raise all my weapon skills to novice on them. My V. Rusty skills gradually came back to me with many changes that needed to be made. Well, might as well enjoy the corpses at least.


Varry and I tore up the competition together; not through teamwork so much as staying out of the other’s way and overwhelming the smaller goblins. Strangely enough, I noticed that for some of its attackers, it merely disabled them. Most likely a death sentence, but a chance for life, that seemed familiar. These weren't in the majority though, Varry enjoyed taking a few bites out of every third opponent or so. It seemed to help revitalize it, like some sort of cheap vampire.


A couple battles on, and we spotted a duo of variants. Not looking quite as fearsome as Varry, or Vamp, since more variants arrived, they looked more humanoid. Smoother and less misshapen features, taller, they weren't sporting a Gollum hairstyle, and better looking in general. Still ugly, a goblin’s a goblin.


Vamp began speaking in a harsh warble to the other two. One with lengthy silver hair looked at it and squawked back, coming to an understanding before addressing me.


“Ychk knows language best. He speaks best. Follow, help kill traitors. Good-dead.” Silver looked around with its eyes closed, placing a hand on the tree. Opening them, it gestured with its spear. “Go.” It said for my benefit, and the four of us set out.


Spear, claws, and a glaive in the hands of the one with a scar across its eye, they acted with great teamwork. The fighting hadn't exactly settled, so much as become more ordered. Having drawn in all the goblins in earshot, with no new fighters jumping in from the sidelines, the factions were formed, and the lines were being drawn. Groups went longer without encounters, but the conflicts were larger. We aimed for smaller groups, but still cut down dozens at a time.


As we barreled through the inferior greenskins, I let out a bark of laughter. Switching up weapons in an instant to suit the situation, I tried to match up with the speed of the other three combined. A stab, a slice, a smash; we raced one another for the next kill.


I found it slightly amusing that my first party in the world was composed of goblin variants. Trolls fit right in with goblins, don't they? 


We picked up a wolfish fellow on our way, making it to a variant horde with few scratches. Most were looking at me curiously, which I paid no mind to. Instead it was more interesting to look at the dozens of different variants gathered together. As Ychk came out, there wasn't time to get a good look at most. 


“Greetings human. You have come to kill goblins. There are traitors, help us kill them and many good-dead will be to you.” Ychk’s voice and appearance matched a human’s almost exactly, with only slightly olive skin, and a hint of pointed and crookedness on his teeth and ears. 


“Why is it you goblins fight? I come from a village to the south, I will not let any goblins fight there.” A bit interested in whatever the fracas was, priorities needed to be taken into account. Of the at least four factions noted, at least one would be able to be convinced to leave the village alone. Depending on why they fought, it might be possible to sway them…


“We fight for Chikan.” I...I think I may have lost a few years of my life when the goblin said that. However I contained myself admirably, and Ychk didn't notice anything and continued. “Khtraal, Longhand, is chief of Oirk. He orders chikans dead. Uhkhjk, Gutbreath, hates Kh—Longhand. Longhand is raal; some Longhand like, some Longhand hate. Iyrkraal, Weaponhand, is our chief. We want to keep Weaponhand as chief of Oirk.”


What a relief. If chickens were really the main source of conflicts between goblins, I wouldn't know what to do. Good thing it's just an insurrection. 


The details were sketchy, and not all of it translated well. At least the variant group, or Iyrkraal were backing an already established power. Longhand probably had the pull to keep the village from being wrapped up in things, if the request could be made of him. Unfortunately he wasn't a very loved ruler as a raal. Seeing as that meant hand, I went out on a limb and figured it referred to the grasper type goblins.


“If Khertraal and Earykraal do not attack the village, then I will give as much aid as I am able.” I tried pronouncing the names of the leaders in goblin, but my throat didn't recognize the sounds. Ychk and the others behind him looked amused at the attempt.


“Then we go to battle. Gutbreath are that way. Go with him and kill at the same time we do.” Ychk indicated Vamp to be my companion. Goblins too low in the rankings didn't have personal names, they were just part of their leader. Or maybe those were just uninspired clan names of a sort. It didn't really matter.


“Hyumran, let's go. Khill Uhkhjk.” Vamp looked at me, teeth gleaming white, having been kicked clean.


“Let’s go kill some Uhkhjk!” He laughed with his strange hoarse voice, and we ran through the forest.


We moved faster than with Silver and Scar. On top of the fact they simply weren't as quick as myself or Vamp, the final exchange of this battle looked like it was about to take place. Instead of the loose squads of the past days, more organized patrols roamed about in formation. Defensive goblins, distance goblins, and unarmed goblins roamed in squads of five. Slowly rotating around their routes, they scouted for departing contingents to report.


It may sound like the ones in charge of the factions were strategists, but in reality the armies were moving towards each other like tectonic plates. They just wanted a slight heads up if someone was trying to move around behind them before all hell broke loose. I don't know how Vamp identified them, but we charged into a patrol and wiped it clean, while avoiding others.


We reached the back of the group established as our target, about 50m back. The goblin platoon couldn't be seen from our position, but they could be heard chattering, orders being barked about. Goblins got pretty loud about this sort of stuff, but it didn't really matter if they were overheard. As I quickly discovered a goblin battle consisted of two forces smooshing into each other. Sneak attacks and flanks were pretty much the pinnacle of tactics without a chief. They were a surprisingly hivemind-esque society.


Vamp and I didn't have to wait long before hearing the roar of goblins charging into combat. Smoosh time.


As much as a grand battle between two forces sounds, with goblins viciously fighting for their tribes, letting their primal instincts loose to tear into the enemy; that would be a misrepresentation. Altogether lacking in any sort of tactics, the scene quickly devolved into a mass of embarrassing resistance against the oncoming Iyrkraal.


The Uhkhjk had an even smaller proportion of raal than normal, and at least half the Iyrkraal were variants. Though they were more numerous by several times, without a good grip, they were constantly losing their weapons. While they had class and teeth, it wasn't at Vamp’s level. Without a bit of affinity, it like water washing over a rock.


That said, the Iyrkraal were a stone thrown into a pond. Between two or three dozen, they faced a force of over a few hundred. Smarter and stronger, it wasn't as to the extent the could take down four or five each. Through the battlefield it could be seen that Silver and Scar were worth three of their fellows, and Vamp worth more than those two together.


Even elites were still goblins.


Unchallenged, I took out the banded iron club. Without time to pick up corpses, scavenging could be saved for later. Then I could pick from all the kills, so the state of my own didn't matter. Vamp and I savaged the back lines of the Uhkhjk. Standard goblins were simple, and swarmed towards the three locations: myself, Vamp, and the main Iyrkraal force.


As an organic reflex of the horde, there were naturally weak spots. If they acted orderly, we could only run away; but as things were Vamp and I identified weak points and continually cut through. Ychk commanded the variants, and being of slightly higher intelligence than their base kin stayed in a formation. It was rough, and they inevitably suffered losses, but with the Uhkhjk attention divided they persevered.


Even without buffs or crowd control or any incredible ability whatsoever, Vamp and I were the high level MVPs of this guild war. Creating insatiable aggro, the paper-like resistance tore layer by layer, until the Uhkhjk were routed.


A few fleeing forms were cut down if close, but for the most part Ychk let them go. Vamp and I chased a few, laughing together. His pale skin and ragged loincloth dripped blood, and my trousers did as well. Not wanting my clothes to be ripped, I removed my shirt some time ago. Shaking like dogs, we spattered much of the blood off of ourselves. Vamp picked up a bite, and I tossed some more materials into my Inventory as we headed back to talk to the commander.


“AHahHAha, the blood of the Uhkhjk quenches the soil and pools at our feet. Before me there are no opposers, only the dead of present and future! Tell this Khtraal and Iyrkraal if they oppose the village, the bodies will be more numerous than today. When cut, I bleed, but do not die!” Arrogantly striding before Ychk, there were a few residual effects of leveling up. The battle had gone on about an hour, so I had plenty of time to vent, but the constant flow of experience kept some of that domineering feeling around. 


Due to Ychk limited Derrish, he seemed to miss most of it though. Most of it was just whimsical posturing.


“You are strong. You are stronger than him, and maybe me. Khtraal would say you are strong. I will tell Khtraal about the village, you are worthy of a name. What is it?” My actions warranted a name, what an achievement. Considering the only goblins that had names were commanders, that meant it was a considerable gesture of respect. I thought about using a pseudonym to keep from being associated, but it would be better if they and the villagers both knew the same name. If you can communicate, there can be peaceful resolution, and my name should form a possible link between them.


“I am known as Alric.”


“Alric, take as much good-dead you can. Eat your fill, have many Alric. If you meet Iyrkraal, you will be known.” Offered that battlefield, I started to help myself. With more than enough choice, since the goblins seemed to value the corpses as well, I acted a little picky. Within Inventory, the amount of bodies grew, and gave off the sense of a bit over a hundred between the different categories. Hohoho~ I would be in for a lot of fun in the future, wouldn't I?


Moving corpses isn't dreary work; but I did stop for a moment to take a break, stretching my back out. Variants hunched over the bodies like flies, in a quite literal sense. Apparently Vamp wasn't the only one of his kind to enjoy eating the flesh of the dead. The others lacked the pale ghoulish appearance of Vamp, but still worked on eating a body at a time, using tools if their own hands and teeth were insufficient. When they spotted me quickly heaving the fallen into my Inventory, I spotted some looks of jealousy.


Hey, you guys can't eat all of this, you'll let it go to waste.


So I thought, but as time passed, they continued moving on as I was. Steadily, the bodies were vanishing for the most part. Some flesh was left along with the bones, and the upper viscera didn't seem to be a very popular part to eat either. 


Well, Vamp was a scavenger among scavengers. He’d eat his favorite part(the head) from each body, but if someone left a partially eaten corpse with the lungs and heart exposed, he'd tear open the ribs to get at it. A few goopy strands of innards ended up clinging to Vamp, maybe he should get a bib.


Soon the patch of forest was picked clean, weapons were being rounded up, and the variants began looking tired and sated. It was getting to be late afternoon too, I really spent a long time in the forest. Settling on going back, I tossed a head to Vamp as a farewell gift. 


Strangely, he in turn pulled one of his innumerable black teeth out and tossed it to me. It may have been covered in thick black blood, but for that reason I didn't just take it as a simple gesture. Having said my goodbye, I waved to Silver and Scar before heading back to the village.


Disappearing from their sight, with a <Chiburi Astral> and <Disperse Smell>, I put my shirt back on. I wondered if any of the Poran made it back to the village.
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                Completing the sidequest, I headed back to the village. Since the status of the members of the Poran remained uncertain, I activated <Death Sense> again. After it ran out on the battlefield, death suffused the entire area, making it a bit useless at my skill level. Practice helped make things clearer, but I'd been a little busy at the moment to really focus on it.


I breezed through the fighting, but my Stamina depleted gradually over the course of the day, and the opportunities to recover were few. In response to that, I kept my pace back rather gentle. No need to rush.


Instead, I tried to ‘dwell within’ to determine my fourth level stat distribution. Without one of those status windows, a lot of recall and math needed to be done to estimate things. Abilities only grew more interconnected at higher levels, so now was the best time to get a feel for things. I think due to my quick movements I actually acquired a point in Agility that level, but I couldn't say for certain. By then, through casting and taking damage I could gauge Stamina, Mana, and Hitpoints to within about 5 points if all my calculations were correct. I'll continue to reference them as percentages for ease of understanding, but at that point they were around 100, 240, and 160 respectively.


Large numbers relatively, small numbers objectively. The lack of spells was really putting a crimp in how well mana could be utilized, so even if it did increase, I wasn't getting a whole lot out of it. Compound spell casting perks weren't available until Level 100, at least. After reporting back to the village, I'd head right out to practice {Negative Energy}.


Speaking of accumulating things I couldn't utilize at the moment, {Soul Control} started picking up tons of Soul Power from the goblins. Quantity prevailed over quality, and I could feel a mass similar to the icy blue seen with <Death Sense>. A not insignificant amount, an undead could probably be leveled up a few times with it. I needed to repeatedly experiment before getting a real feel for it though.


All that could be saved for later, as the late afternoon light penetrated the trees and the ramshackle shacks of the village came into view. Looking around, people went about their daily business. Fishing, fishing, preparing fish, fishing; nothing out of the ordinary. Walking through once, twice, I caught a fleeting glance of the white robes of a ‘Disciple’. Greeting a few of the villagers passed, I made way to Samuel and Henrietta’s hut.


I guess it can be considered a house, it had been offered to the Disciples because of its quality. There were even five whole rooms, how luxurious. The process of warping set in on some of the timber though.


Knocking nonchalantly, I scuffed the dirt with my feet. Footsteps neared the door, but it remained closed. Waiting, I rapped on the door again. I am the one who knocks. Now open up so we can have a discussion.


“You aren't exactly being all that stealthy y’know.” Letting out a yawn, more shuffling came from behind the door. “The only reason the door is still up is because you don't actually live here. Why don't you come out, and we can talk about...hrkk!”


The feeling of [Crippled-Moderate:Foreign Body], an 11% drop in health, and an arrow sticking out of my back appeared. Turning around, an archer ducked back into the long grasses by the road.


I can’t believe it, grass. You’ve betra—


Hinges shrieked and a dagger came down at me as I reminisced over the good times I had with the long grass. The noise tipped me off, but the jab managed to take off 17% health and cause [Bleeding]. Turns out Tyra and the others were better at stabbing than diplomacy, no wonder we never got anywhere.


Both only amounted to 28% of my health, so there wasn't any real danger yet, considering they'd lost the element of surprise. Besides, so far only my melee attacks amounted to anything. Tyra and I stood in the doorway, and she tried wrenching the dagger around. Well, actually that was successful, but damaged bits are already damaged; you aren't trying to break a piece of armor.


Only 5% more damage. With a <Mage Hand> I struck at the back her knee, and then went on to further trip and shove her onto the ground. Lightly forcing my foot down a few times on her chest, she started coughing and struggling to breath. I wasn't aiming for a fatality, so I avoided the arteries and veins while cutting bits of the...arm lifty muscle. The pectoralis major. Probably.


With Tyra quickly subdued, I turned to the archer. He didn't look familiar, but given that he shot me, I wasn't really doubting he was with the Poran. Beautiful amber grasses swayed in the wind, and there were no strange movements among their waves. He was probably waiting for a chance to launch another arrow, or perhaps pop out with a melee weapon if I approached. 


“<Death Sense>” Sucker. Interesting fact, bows can also gain red death aura. “<Magic Dart><Magic Dart><Magic Dart>”


Rattling off the spell, I skipped the gestures at the cost of a little mana, letting an expensive barrage of ethereal bolts into the foliage. Some grunts of pain were suppressed, and the bow started to move. However, by the time my mana started running low, he dropped the weapon and stumbled away.


The archer didn't get far before dropping, and I approached, keeping my senses alert. It looked like neither one of them died, though the bowman was there only one really in any danger of that. There were numerous punctures, but none looked too serious; bandaging myself up, I stopped his bleeding as well. Then, I dragged the two beside each other, waiting for one to regain consciousness.


The matter went by quickly, and lacked the excessively loud clashing of metal, but we were in the small village. Some people naturally came over to investigate.


“Alric!” Pan shouted, throwing worried glances between myself and the two.


“Don’t worry, I confirmed they aren't Disciples; they're from the Poran after a monster core. Sorry I dragged this back here.” Apologizing, I lowered my head. Really, it was my fault the villagers were bled every morning. I'd taken some responsibility to keep it from going too far, but it still occurred. They wouldn't hold it over my head, but it wasn't the greatest to mess up like that.


“Ah, er, no...you’re…” Pan stammered a bit before taking a deep breath. “You have an arrow sticking out of your back.”


Oops. So much for trying to be somewhat normal.


“Forgot about that.” The Crippling effect had only prevented Stamina regeneration and imposed a multiplier on Stamina costs; it didn't affect such a quick battle. Conjuring <Mage Hand>, I wiggled the arrow a tiny bit. Trying to feel where the pain came from, I compared it to knowledge of my anatomy. From the way it poked around, it lacked barbs, so I went ahead and pulled it out. Minor [Bleeding] started but was soon stopped. 


“You seem to have this handled, and consider the village.” Pan spoke, looking at Tyra and Bowman. “But recall that not many can handle events as you do.”


“Ah, got it. Don't worry, nothing too bad will happen.” Given the era and themes in the world so far, the Poran’s lives were probably forfeit, but I felt the need to say something. They weren't being dragged away to be tortured to death or anything.


“I don't have any doubts. Please do what you must to keep the situation from becoming more entangled.” 


We weren't the only ones in front of the house anymore, and the few villagers were beginning to congregate. Mostly there was confusion among them, along with worry. Pan’s presence was composed, and that kept the situation from escalating to an emergency.


Haa~ you're so reliable Pan. How envious, I'm just a drifter.


Pan kept the crowd from herding around the scene and began to explain what he knew. I put a criminal over each shoulder and moved back to the woods again.


“Don’t worry, I'll make sure they don't bother us. Just leave it to me!” Calling back I hoped to ease their worries a bit.


Not too far into the woods, I threw the two down like sacks of potatoes. Never having handled a sack of potatoes, the simile required a measure of good faith. Did potatoes even still come in sacks? Well, they probably did in Derriad.


Propping them against two trees, I alternated nudging them with my foot. No wake spells, no revitalization spells, and using a proper healing potion would be a waste. While waiting, there was finally downtime to practice with {Negative Energy}. 


With a superfluous snap of the fingers, grey wisps formed over my palm. Flickering between two and three inches, the shadowy flame was about as thick as three pencils. It looked quite weak, but to be fair, it hadn't had any upgrades yet. In light of that, perhaps its inefficiencies could be overlooked...hah!


I made the spout of negative energy vanish quickly after creating it. For just two seconds, 20 mana had swiftly vaporized. 10 mana a second? Even if there was some frustration with not having spells that fully utilized my mana, this was just ironic sadism on the part of the universe! 


There were more questions than about if my magic was being modified on the fly by malevolent entities though. Again, I shall explain a few things for those who don't play Underworld of Armok. If you do, well I’m just going over Class Abilities, Necromancers in particular for obvious reasons.


The reason {Negative Energy} is differentiated from spells like <Prestidigitation>, is because it is not a spell but a Class Ability. All classes have around 5-9 primary class abilities; each one is the foundation of a long skill tree of upgrades for it. The branches intertwine to different extents, for example, {Negative Energy} and {Fear Aura} have the ability [Harm Aura]. 


These abilities are unlocked by spending unlabeled, but unofficially dubbed minor perk points. These are acquired every ten levels, and the average serious player will have 100-120 of them(ignoring the rare instances where bonus perk points are acquired). That’s a seemingly large number, if you don't play Underworld that is.


There are seven Necromancer abilities! If I returned to getting around 250, that’s 35 per tree. Plenty? Blasphemy! Each Class Ability has around three upgrades to spend perks on, not including the cross-tree abilities! 12 each then? Naive fool! These upgrades aren't one and done, you can purchase almost all of them multiple times to increase their efficacy! Skip that? Then you miss out on higher tier abilities that require multiple ranks in certain abilities! Not to mention perk points can be spent on bonuses to your regeneration rates, and other base values for your character! Forget 250, even 300, or 500 wouldn't be enough! 


Underworld of Armok was a notoriously free game. Thinking certain interactions led to ‘unbalanced’ characters was a foolish notion. A min-maxed character has a min; that is inevitably exploited, just like mono-stat builds. Rounded characters may not be the ultimate powerhouses, but they are the ultimate survivors.


Rant aside, what I'm getting at is there are many incarnations of {Negative Energy}. However, the manner in which it manifested was unlike any from Underworld of Armok. The usages I should be able to access were imbuement, damage(touch range only), and spell enhancement. Grey flames were not the way Negative Energy appeared at my level. Without a clear definition of purpose, I summoned Negative Energy as a...force? particle? without any of the old rules I was used to.


As most of what you read was exposition, hardly any time passed since I brought over the Poran and summoned the Negative Energy. Naturally, as I began to ponder the topic, the two woke up. I knew the world just had to be messing with me.


In a sour mood, due to my arcane research being interrupted, I wanted things to go quickly. Still, I needed to mind my heroism. Even if no one’s watching, that doesn't mean I don't have to worry!


“So how are you two doing?~” In a saccharine voice, I crouched down close to them. “Now please, tell me why the Poran think I have this beast core?” They had know something, otherwise they wouldn't have been able to gather information effectively…


After a thought, hopefully they were only terrible at their jobs.


“Yyy-you…” Bowman tried to stagger up, but was softly pushed back down.


“You can save us both a lot of time and effort if you just tell me. I'm not going to kill either of you after you do, so you might as well spill the beans. Then you can head right back to the *Don* and tell him I don't have it, and don't mess with me anymore.”


“Alric you bastard...you’ll pay for this!” Tyra spoke between coughs, eliciting a sigh. Why bother dallying any longer? 


<Death Sense> activated, just in case. Other than those two, there were no abnormalities in the area. 


“Why was I suspected? My walk through Gel Square? I’m foreign? Ordered by your Disciple backers? A mage? Mistaken identity?” Listing the unlikely scenarios, I didn't get much of a reaction from their faces. “Don't tell me this large group was all to check up on a loose end? I can't believe an organization would waste so much manpower. Hmm, sounds like the monster core might really be valuable…”


Looking thoughtful, it was more a show that I didn't know anything than of my desire. If that was the case, I definitely did want it though. Finally Tyra spoke up again.


“We were supposed to recruit you, forcibly if necessary. Mages are useful and the Boss can make anyone talk, if we couldn't.”


“Ugghh. If you'd just said so, we could have talked things out. Instead you play the role of a crappy spy, and then all this happens. Did you know I participated in a goblin civil war? That’s what that mess in the forest was. And it's all because you people just assumed I had this stupid beast core. Messing up my schedule—gah! You Poran are such a pain.” Yammering on in frustration, it seemed I'd been caught in the fallout of someone else’s plot. I really had nothing to do with it, I wanted to move on to better things. I heaved Bowman up, and did the same to Tyra. They let out a few pained groans in protest before realizing I was just helping them stand.


“Go. Get. Tell your boss not to bother me, unless he has some real evidence that I did something. Now get lost, and stay out of my village.”


With my height, it wasn't hard to literally kick them in their rears, forcing them to get moving. They were muttering and cursing under their breaths, but left with haste. I was so glad that was over.


I was finally starting to feel tired. Time to go make sure Ria had been fed and go to sleep in my usual plot of grass.
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                Ah, Friday—the last day before the weekend.




Even though weekends aren't really observed in this agrarian feudal society. Weeds and hunger don't take time off. Time off certainly wasn't something that the village did; I would say the fact that most of them just spend the day fishing is restful enough.


For me, I decided to make it a day of science! Due to grinding and a currently low level, a few advancements had taken place without time to sufficiently explore their abilities. Despite the main source of a player’s power being locked up in Class Abilities, there hadn't been the time to delve into their new-world capabilities. That meant being weaker than my level, which no one wants.


So this is what is meant by needing to stabilize my cultivation before advancing. Hmm, well it seems like I can always go back over my skills, so I'll definitely grab easy levels even without having a firm grasp on what I already have.


Eating, feeding Ria(props to Rion and Tagalong Girl), time to head out. I helped out around the village frequently, but nothing would collapse without me. Only beholden to the place by my own whims; I didn't inform anyone before heading out to the forest.


Reaching another non-descript patch of forest, Hans und Franz and company were let out to prance around. Upon closer examination, Hans and Birdy were both raal hands, exhibiting better capabilities all around. They still only amounted to hand spiders, so no need to mind it too greatly.


As the minnies came out to play, the master got to work. My prime concern being with {Negative Energy}. With a frankly disgusting mana expenditure, there had to be a way to reduce it. The easiest assumption would be practice, but it lacked a spell shape. Then again, practice always seemed to improve things, even if the reason can't be discerned. 


Of course with about 24 seconds worth of mana, brute force practice didn't sound like an appealing path. Improving the mana efficiency was good, but there were no guarantees such a simple method would work; more importantly, I didn't know the extent {Negative Energy} would be useful. So testing needed to be optimized for resources.


Gathering a few random forest items, a few stones, branches, and green plants, I sat in front of a tree. Safety first, I willed some Negative Energy to appear in my hand. Then I poked a finger into it. That's actually not a very safe thing to do in itself, really instead of ‘safety first’ it was ‘see if I’m damaged, thus evaluating the safety of the following experiments’. Happily, for both utility and consistency, the Negative Energy did not damage me. If it had been harmless to one hand yet afflicted the other, that would have stumped me for a good while.


Immediately releasing the grey wisps from existence, even if there weren't even seconds in between trials, that would still waste mana. Or would it? An object in motion stays in motion—it may not literally apply, but there is the concept of startup costs. New test!


Focusing on my mana, I began to channel the Negative Energy. Feeling the moment it started to drain away, I watched for the grey flames to flicker into my palm. As soon as they appeared they were released, and I tried again. At the same time I learned that the mana cost was reduced in proportion to time(though I couldn't shorten the period any more than about 0.2 seconds), and that there was a slight lag before it appeared. For slightly under a second, mana would be consumed before the Negative Energy appeared.


Wastage, and quite severe if it kept being used in short bursts. To be more efficient by keeping it on, that meant I had to have less than a second delay between each experiment though. Given my penchant for pondering, I decided intermittent activation remained the most optimal choice. That way the speed of activation could be practiced as well. Why train one skill at a time when you can train three?


Picking up the objects I gathered, I tried to create the Negative Energy as quickly as possible, and then placing the item within. Not holding them beforehand in the location was to help search for differences in mana consumption, on the off chance that would happen.


Results came not predictably, but within the bounds of reason. Branches, though already dead, seemed to shrivel slightly. The bark would start acquiring the greyish tint of the Negative Energy; some turning to straight to dust. These effects were visible to the naked eye, but if you stood 15 feet back you probably wouldn't be able to tell. The Negative Energy also acted very much like an actual flame, inflicting greater change near to itself, with its ability diminishing 3 cm out.


Greens, and twigs pulled off trees suffered more drastic effects. I guessed there was more life in them; at first life seemed like it should be able to resist Negative Energy, but things that weren't alive had less to affect. Or so my hypothesis went. These more living pieces quickly started to resemble their dead cousins, but the ‘shock’ of it caused more drastic changes. As for when applied to the trunk, there were almost no effects; perhaps since the tree was still a uniform organism, I had to use enough power to affect the whole thing? The other objects were only suffering localized damage though. I put off the question for when I had more power.


On stones, my mana drained a few time making sure I’d investigated them properly. Though with no immediately detectable outward signs, running a finger over the affected portion would let one feel a chalky texture, rubbing off some dust. After multiple rounds, it became possible to scratch with just a fingernail, even pick off a chunk. Soil seemed much alike, but didn't require as much mana; it turned grey, somewhat grainy, and somewhat chalky, and would easily crumble to dust with a squeeze.


In all cases, it seemed that Negative Energy weakened matter.


Naturally, I improved in my control during this time. These weren’t one and done tests; for such an arcane matter as magic, outliers are inevitable, and repetition necessary. My mana pool bounced up and down from depletion to full, and unfortunately while I didn't pass out from mana exhaustion, neither did my maximum mana go up. Well, such a simple thing is easily exploited anyway.


I gained other benefits with the knowledge. Delay and minimum sustainment time were reduced marginally, a change below the significant figures of my detection. Individually at least. If I timed how often it could be activated within a period, I couldn't calculate the decrease in each time, but together there had been a slight decrease. More useful, the cost slid downwards to 9-9.5 mana per second. 


Most useful, as the Negative Energy was summoned, I felt the ‘paths’ it traveled through. Just an abstract notion of how I understood it, the result was I could modify how much mana was being spent; not by increasing or decreasing efficiency, but by changing the power. As this was one of the perks from {Negative Energy}, it came as a surprise, however there were still limits as to how far it could be pushed in either direction. I wondered if the perk would provide a bonus to my new affinity, or if through training I had acquired a perk.


I was gaining a lot of information, but it was still just the starting phase. After all, this was just summoning the generic idea of Negative Energy. There were still the actual abilities of {Negative Energy} that I hadn't tried.


First up, spell augmentation! I had no idea how it would work out; thinking of a spell made a spell shape appear, but how did the Negative Energy get there? Did it replace mana in the spell shape? Not knowing what to expect, I followed my instincts. Spells guided me in casting, so I hoped this would do the same.


“<Magic Dart>. <•Magic Dart•>.” Casting two spells at a fallen log to compare their effects. Not paying attention to what happened in the spell shape, I wanted a feel for how it should be done first. 35 mana or so drained away from the imbued spell, a rather hefty price.


Several splinters lightly fell off from both impacts, a sign of improvement on the base damage, but the effect only looked like a quarter had been dropped into some sand. For the Negative Energy dart, the site of damage on the log looked as though the high mana cost might be worth it. Visibly paler than the rest of the wood, prodding at the spot I found it easy to pick apart, like wet fibers, though it was still rather dry.


Even with the large cost, I then began to repeatedly cast <•Magic Dart•>. Observing the spellshape, it seemed both mana and Negative Energy were within it, but as the mana seemed to be corroded by the Negative Energy, additional amounts were needed to offset the weakness. Getting a feel for how it worked, I could immediately reduce the cost to 30; further advancement would require more practice and insight.


Absorbed in experiments and theorizing, the sun raced across the sky. Noticing it was already noon, I left further inquiry into that specific field for a later date. Days were short, and I wanted to take a breadth-first approach. 


Abruptly moving to the primary attack abilities, I kneeled near the log I used for the spell enhancement. I hit it with my hand and full force.


[Crippled-Minor: Duration 1m]


“Owww….” My hand went numb, only scratching off a bit of bark. I didn't actually expect to do any damage, but needed to test a control group. Grumpily staring at the log, I waited for feeling to come back to my hand. 


When it did, I prepared the Negative Energy on my hand. The difference between the attack and merely summoning the Negative Energy is in the case of the attack it feels more like an aura that surrounded the striking portion of the hand. Some abilities higher in the tree allowed Negative Energy to be used as an armor of sorts, and it seemed that would be possible in this world as well.


With a shadowy lining covering the front of my hand, the fingers returned towards the log with a vengeance. Death to you, inanimate object! 


“*Ah, ow...rats.*” The Negative Energy definitely had an effect, my hands sunk into the wood as though it were clay. Turning into wood chips and sawdust from the attack, the amount of power used meant the trunk still provided plenty of resistance. I’d made more than a dent, but it didn't quite reach the level of a gouge. Shaking my hand, I sucked it up and repeated the process. 


Except for the fact that mana was constantly drained while active(~15/sec), it seemed to be a more efficient attack per amount of damage; though it did do less damage on whole. Spending a little bit trying to time the activation, which took two seconds, after many rounds of combat against the tree, both it and my hand looked to be in sorry shape. My hand got better quickly, and I was able to activate the Negative Energy half a second before impact so less mana was wasted, so I came out ahead.


From all that counting and timing over the course of the day, I felt my chronoperception and mana sense increase. Continuously getting a better feel of my body, Negative Energy seemed to further increase the likelihood of becoming a close combat mage.


At the thought of that, I felt I should strictly do things at range, regardless of poor efficiency. I'll use <Mage Hand> to eat, and never touch anybody again. Maybe I should go with the Spellsword option instead.


Hate aside, there were a few hours left in the day. Now we came to the final skill of {Negative Energy} from Underworld of Armok. Undead imbuement. While it could be used on the hand spiders, that didn't seem particularly useful. Instead, I would make use of my Level 4 Class Ability.


{Zombie}


A/N: AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!

In honor of it being Wednesday, and to freak me out into getting back into writing, here is another chapter!
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        Chapter 47: It's Aliiive! Not really.

    
    
    
    
                {Zombie}


Along with {Skeleton} and {Ghost}, they technically are all part of the same {Creator} tree. However they are gained one at a time, so even though there are some basic skills that affect all three, they are usually considered separately.


The {Creator} trees automatically provide the Necromancer with their own modifiable version of the raise dead spells available to all classes. There are a lot of variables that can be gone into at length; the short version is perks are needed for certain types of undead, the power of the minny depends on the Necromancer and their materials, and though there are spell versions, the Necromancer is naturally superior.


{Zombie} is the first {Creator} ability, and I say it is for good reason. Skeletons are clearly way better than zombies, and shouldn't be first tier creations. That was the reason why I hadn't exactly been jumping with great vigor, I really wanted skeleton minions, not zombie ones.


Well, I needed to make do with what I had. ‘Browsing’ the contents of my Inventory, I picked out a fairly whole goblin corpse. First waiting for my mana to recover, it was then placed on the ground. It died from bloodless due to a few punctures in the lower body and arm. The flesh and bones still held together, so it would be good zombie material. Most importantly, the brain held together.


That's one of the(many) reasons zombies are so terrible. Skeletons don't need brains, or even all their bones. Ghosts can be brought up even from a pile of ashes. Zombies on the other hand actually have a weak spot like the head. The popular theory on the forums was that the brain acted as a sort of conductor to the rest of the body, making use of old functions to make it cheaper to run. Seems like a neat idea, but I was pretty cynical about it and felt it was just an homage to zombie movies. No lore clarified the matter.


Anyhow, the zombie’s inferiority to the skeleton aside, I focused. A basic zombie took 100 mana, and given how initial castings of spells seemed to take much more, I didn't want to have to wait for an hour just to try again.


“<Zombify>” waving a hand over the body, the spell shape formed. Though unfamiliar, I tried to restrain the pace and direction of the mana within it. It seemed to go well, and as the complex jumble of geometric figures filled up, the amount of mana used really had been restricted all the way down to 75 as the spell was completed. Surpassing even the original value, I felt quite pleased and released the spell.


As you might expect, such fortune does not agree with me. The goblin corpse shivered a bit, and all of a sudden 90 of my mana vanished from my pool to stir around in myself. The corpse shivered some more as the mana settled down in my mind, and a new spiritual connection formed.


All of the other connections in my mind reacted, Zog(zombie goblin, figured I would name a dumb zombie something dumb) formed a connection like a five foot piece of yarn pulled taut. To compare using the same analogies, the hand spiders were connected by a loose thread 10 feet long, though Hans’ was only seven. Barnacle shifted, surprisingly, but it only amounted to rolling over in one’s sleep. Barnacle was an I-beam three feet long. So Zog’s connection looked rather moderate compared to my other spiritual connections.


In the physical realm, the hand spiders seemed to be running around Zog. The corpse sat up slowly as I commanded, looking forward dumbly. Well, not all the undead can be little geniuses like Hans und freunds. Commanding it up psychically, the connection seemed to have different capabilities than that of the hand spiders.


Sitting down, I focused on the connection. Interacting with it, a small amount of feedback returned from the strand. Concentrating harder, not only could I feel Zog’s general position, but his senses were being returned to me. This wasn't some low level clairvoyance exploit; it was closer to someone telling you they felt pressure on their back and butt to describe themselves sitting down. 


As I poked around, something came to my attention that I could only call a ‘false soul’. {Soul Control} let me pick up bits of decaying souls around me, <Death Sense> would sometimes show a blue light that resembled a soul, and Inventory and my spiritual connections both took place somewhere that wasn’t, which I assumed to be my soul. So the features of what was and wasn't a soul started to make themselves clear. With that knowledge, following the link to Zog, he was a ‘false soul’.


The problem of Theseus’ ship clearing up, the soul seemed to be where the existence was evaluated; think of it like a display screen for all the bits of an individual. All that you were came together in the soul in a big data dump, and instead of a filing cabinet, Zog’s ‘soul’ was a sheet of paper with some handwritten words. Learning from this, the hand spiders’ souls were more like notes on napkins, but the writing would have been done better. That's what happens when you care about craftsmanship on low-tier things.


Through the connection, the information on Zog’s soul could roughly be made out. Unimpressive and sparse, I shifted my attention through Zog and the hand spiders, practicing my ability to ‘read’ their souls.


Moving from one mostly obscured soul to the next, all of a sudden I had an epiphany. In some LitRPGs, the main character would improve their mind or base or dungeon or whatnot with an abstracted system of points. Much like the Soul Power, used to enhance the undead, that I possessed in point-like terms!


A victory for additional power, but I was never very fond of that kind of thing. Oh well, it is what it is.


Soul Power pretty much was portions of soul, but I didn't really know how to graft it to the false souls. Besides, how it affected the minny also remained unclear; altering the soul might alter the minny, but would that transfer into a physical effect? How would that work?


The correct answer is ‘magic’, and having an abundance of Soul Power, this seemed to be one of the few things I had the resources to dedicate to trying out. So with a lot of face-scrunching and eyebrow wiggling, I tried moving my mind in a way to activate the Soul Power.


Fwish!


No sound actually occurred, the onomatopoeia accurately represents the feeling of Soul Power leaving to go to Zog. The change occurred while interacting with the connection; when I tried ‘grabbing’ Zog’s false soul from the ‘outside’, desiring Zog to be less of a stupid, slow zombie, Soul Power went and ‘stuck’ to the outside of his soul and began to merge.


Unless you too manipulate souls, there really isn't a way to explain it. English just wasn't constructed with these concepts in mind. Think of Soul Power as an implant; foreign, but absorbed into the host.


Excited, taking a peek into the soul, the information related to the body really was changing. Not having established a baseline, I couldn't measure the increase, but Zog’s agility has increased by half at least. As for his mind, some of the fog that made it difficult for me to look around also cleared up.


Woo! Neat! Ack!


After investigating the slightly improved soul of Zog, my horizon broadened again. Though I could still make sense of my soul while investigating others, I couldn't read through all the information at once; I usually just operated on knowledge of my health, mana, and stamina. If I let the accuracy drop, I could get a broader view, though for things like mana and health I was very familiar with, I would always have at least some sense of them.


For Soul Power that was not the case, so when I stepped back to look over its changes…


“*It took that much!?*” Crying aloud to myself, a fifth of the Soul Power had gone away. Let me remind you, the amount of Soul Power I had may have come from goblins, but it came from a battlefield of goblins. The amount expended represented 30 goblins, at least! Could Zog fight 30 goblins? Noooo.


Things looked like a really bad deal at the moment in regards to {Soul Control} upgrades. I decided to just save up from then on, until I thought of something new. I'd gamble on something better showing up later, or using them in an emergency; spending them on Zog seemed wasteful.


Well, I still wanted to squeeze in the Negative Energy imbuement tests before it got too dark, so it was good to find a stopping point. Time flew by when doing science! and dusk had already set in over the forest. I promised myself just one last round of tests and I would jet right back to the village.


Negative Energy imbuement is the {Negative Energy} skill that has the most synergy with {Creator}. It’s the Necromancer’s primary support skill for his undead legions. Within it there are two routes to focus on, the path that leads to buffing a smaller number of elite undead, like you would in a party, or granting a smaller bonus to larger numbers of undead.


With the Soul Power limitation, it’s generally thought that the first options of creating powerful allies was the better option. This seemed to be backed up by the information I was able to get a hold of; but during a rendezvous with Rems, she hinted that there are some chicanery that could be done that was what allowed her, Anubis, and kApRiKhOrNe to rise to power.


At the moment, prior to any perk points, there was only the option of weakly boosting a single undead, so long term strategy didn't really matter. Holding my hand over Zog, I willed the Negative Energy to reinforce him.


His spiritual connection shuddered, as the energy raced across the surface of his soul. Similar to how the Soul Power acted, it wrapped around it, and began to merge. However unlike the Soul Power which completely became one with Zog’s soul, the Negative Energy effervesced, slowly diminishing in power already.


From inside Zog the changes could be seen; though the changes were slight, in the low-tier area of Derriad they might actually suffice. Having Zog punch a few trees, in game terms his strength probably went up by 5 points or so. A very modest number, but things were just getting started. For the cost of 80 mana, that sounded like a good deal.


Observing Zog, the stats did gradually dwindle at around a point every 5 minutes, but that still seemed very good. That was about half a level bonus for a Level 2 or 3. Zog would definitely be an okay decoy, especially if I tried placing those points into Endurance. He could be my tank in the future, although I couldn't really use him with other party members around.


After checking that, I tried stacking multiple enhancements, which led to diminishing returns, but could still be done. If Zog was to be enhanced all in one go by amplifying the mana usage, the result was almost the same. Doing so without breaks between the castings meant the power ‘stuck together’ better, and didn't dissipate as quickly. Well, the higher level bonus, the faster it vanishes, so things seemed to balance out in the ends.


With Zog punching stuff to test his strength, in due time he tore up some of his body. His strength may have been enhanced, but the trees were as big around as my waist at least. Through repeated trials, he injured himself. 


Testing out healing, I observed the Negative Energy first delve into his soul. From the way things went, I thought it might be looking at the original structure of how the body was supposed to be. Like the enhancement, it started merging with the soul, but focused on the portions not at their best. Melding, it seemed to fully become part of the soul again, with only small bits effervescing.


I could heal, fight, and enhance with {Negative Energy}, and though I didn't like {Zombie} too much, I had Zog. It was already quite late, so I stuffed all my minnies into my Inventory.


Things had been quite productive that day.



A/N:AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!
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                Stepping back onto the wider plains, a temperate wind blew in. The sky remained clear, without the usual clouds indicating an incoming drizzle. Cold wind came in all on its own, a signal autumn should be just around the corner.


Odd, I thought I'd arrived during a rather warm period; more like midsummer. It could just be an anomalous breeze, but either it was later in summer than I thought, or it would get a lot colder soon. Winter is coming indeed.


Other than being coarse, the tunic given to me by Pan kept the cold at bay. One layer could only do so much though; they may have more layers kept aside somewhere. Given the state of the village I doubted there would be many, but you couldn't get through a chilly winter with a single layer of fabric. I realized that's how Ross and Troy managed to stay busy all the time; the village really needed firewood during the winter.


Walking to the village, twilight almost reached its end, but between the stars and moons there was plenty of light to see with. Looks like Ria and I will be having a late dinner, but that’s fine every once in awhile. I didn't expect anything to happen, so it was surprising to see Pan at the storehouse.


“Alric! Good, I thought so.” He looked satisfied, an improbably worry squashed. “When you disappeared after taking those two, people started to worry.”


“Evening Pan, sorry, the *mana* called out to me and I needed to go do some research. I should have given you a heads up, but what was all the worry about?” Pan followed me in as we talked. Picking up a small sack of oats, I scooped out the amount for dinner, aware to not take too much.


“I did explain what I knew to them, but it still looked like you were defying the Church. It wouldn't be much of a surprise if you were to ‘disappear’, either of your own volition or not. We may be grateful towards the Patriarch, but are aware that not all his followers express gratitude towards outsiders.”


“Well, er, speaking of disappearing…” Hmm, how to bring this up. “How many days are left before the Paladins begin passing through?”


Pan quieted, clever enough to figure out what I was implying.


“There are still around four weeks remaining; is that not enough time?”


“Not at the current rate of progress, and it’s not a permanent fix right now either. There are a lot of ways to deal with it, but I haven't seen anything nearby that would help.” I paused, if he guessed what I would say it would come as less of a shock. “I can take her with me during my travels. At the very least she can be hidden from paladins that way. It’s...not an elegant solution, but it may be better than waiting around here.”


“You won't make it in time—but you plan to keep trying. That’s...good.” Not only composed, he actually acted accepting as well. “Forgive me if it is a secret of your *mana*, but can she travel in her condition?”


Ehh? These are shockingly practical concerns Pan. Shouldn't you be more worried about your daughter being taken away to strange lands? I'm sure there are plenty of dangers; who knows when or if she can return? Well, I was going to convince you out of these positions, but this isn't how I thought this would go.


“As the treatment progresses, even if her appearance does not return to normal, she will end up able to act on her own. Until then, my magic will provide.”


“I am thankful.” Pan lowered his head, as I returned the bags of oats and grains. Almost leaving he stopped me, speaking tentatively. “Will you tell me?”


“Excuse me?” My foot hesitated, halfway lifted from the ground. I turned back to look into the warehouse where Pan had seated himself on one of the crates. “Tell you what?”


“A serpent eel shouldn't be enough to go to these lengths. At first I thought as a foreigner it had just been a passing amusement, but you stayed longer and longer—Taking care of Ria, helping the village, the children have taken a liking to you…then you say you're willing to risk enmity with the Church to help her.”


“I said I'd fix her didn't I? The church don't make me nervous, especially if it’s only hiding. Besides, this is the sort of life a man should lead, sticking to his word. Ria will definitely be safe with me.”


My words left Pan speechless;  Derriad didn't foster heroism. I did, I wanted to have a chance to be a hero in a real world. One that went against the odds and hopeless situations without fear. A hero helped, I helped. Pan, without millennia of stories didn't realize how much this sort of thing was worth. Altruism is its own reward.


“Then I'll leave her in your care.”


“Isn't that what you've been doing?” I shook my head with a slight smile. My deeds may have been a bit more than the usual Good Samaritan, but the way Pan was so hesitant to accept I would just help out felt a bit—well it made me happy he accepted the gesture in the end.


I still wondered about Pan and his history, he was too on the ball to be a normal villager. At that point, it became its own mysterious background and I didn't want to look into it, lest I shatter the mystique. Instead I made do with rampant speculation; perhaps he used to work in some ruthless field where he learned never to trust good intentions.


Reaching home, I floated my bowl of food over to my table. It had been the cot Pan arranged for me; but as sleeping outside was more comfy, the straw had been removed and was where I set things down when inside. Due to my nature as a bit of a pack-rat, I accumulated some gewgaws that I knew I didn't want taking up space in my Inventory, like a few neat rocks, some wood carvings done with <Magic Dart>, that sort of useless crap. Even if I call it crap, I still didn't get rid of it.


“*Waiting for the dinner bell to do the bell thing, dinner bell, dinner bell, ding~*
“Oi, Ria, dinner time.” Sitting next to her bed, she seemed to almost rouse herself, struggling to sit up. A great show of progress but in the end, she was unable to do so. “You're looking a bit more energetic than usual.”


“Ioanna ee msff…” So not really any improvement on the language front; regardless, I could understand her anyway.


“Give it a shot.”  I held out the spoon for her at shoulder height. Ria moved through invisible molasses, her arm rising during short bursts of focus before falling back to the cot. Apparently even keeping her eyes open was a struggle, and once she gave up on that, it seemed today was not her day either. “Alright, save it for another day. I get it’s a bit embarrassing, but you're getting better, be patient.”


Heh, be patient.


Chuckling on the inside, Ria was reluctantly fed. It seemed her mind cleared up a tad, even if she remained physically weak.


“Alright, do you have some questions in mind? Remember, there's a time limit of about 10 seconds, so none of this ‘what do you mean’ business unless you are actually asking for clarification. I’ll do a countdown from 5.”


Poking her horn, she jolted, but managed to slightly suppress that ‘Eep!’ sound. To my surprise and satisfaction, I lost two mana. Eyeing her I waited for a question; only for two seconds, when it seemed prompting her was the faster way.


“Do you have any questions?”


“Eh, yes!” Ria began hoarsely, but then coughed several times. She didn't have the ability to speak for long periods of time, and was out of practice with speaking. The real reason was because things don't go favorably for me so easily; the universe wanted this to be my plot apparently. I hoped I wouldn't die at the end of it. “Who are you?”


“I’m The Doctor, Alric; traveling mage of Brannish origins.” The question caught me somewhat off guard, but then I realized I pretty much poured over(pored over for you archaic twits) her and Ria didn't know much of anything about me. I did shave off my scruffy facial hair, so I shouldn't look creepy at all though.


“Well, uh Alric, why am I…” Ria glanced down at her skin. Her fits of lucidity probably gave her time to come to terms with it at least. At least I didn't have her trying to jump out of her own skin.


“It’s a magical ailment causing you to be dependent on mana. That’s why I’m tending to you, as a Mage I have a lot of mana. Also because of a neat serpent eel.”


“Eeehh?” Ria started a noise of surprise and turned red, right before she started losing her balance. Putting my hand on her shoulder to steady her, she batted my hand away; although it was more of a gentle flailing. “Vustay waycallin mda…” Ria stayed sitting up for the next dozen seconds or so, but seemed to be very mentally fatigued all of a sudden. While in possession of more body control of usual, it seemed to be a mental recovery phase.


Plopping back down at the end of her episode, <Mage Hand> caught her and set her down, as I'd already moved on to eating my dinner. Yummy oats. I idly hoped Ruffles occasionally got a cube of sugar. Castor did treat him well, so I probably didn't have to worry.


Rather, thinking of food, planning for rations was going to be a pretty big step in the adventure. There were three total people coming along on the journey, although I didn't have quite the need for food as the other two did. Considering the main goal of traveling was to hide Ria from the paladins, and the Derrish population in general, we'd need to become skilled at foraging. I could leave Tagalong Girl to watch Ria as I ran into settlements, but that would leave them fairly vulnerable. Most of the villages and smaller towns didn't seem like terrible places, but I was still unsure about sending Tagalong Girl to shop on her own as well. 


Tagalong Girl definitely seemed to be the sort to try and pick up responsibilities she wasn't ready for. That irregularly matured mind would probably bring trouble at some point, I just needed to keep her out of it. That’s the kind of thing my role needed to take care of, not that I minded. 


It was more than just proper Isekai protagonist behavior to grab a loli for the group(though I was going a more traditional hero route, the idea definitely affected my decision). Her desire to get out of the little Salt Village made me want to pull for her. I always wanted this, to be transported to another world, and I had the world available to me. Being trapped with no way out, even if it was a whim, it wasn't likely I could just pass her by.


Still, her presence would make things a tiny bit more difficult; or at least force me to be less lazy. Without her, Ria was only a blindfold away from being carried by a zombie palanquin. What a sight that would be, a demon empress borne by a legion of the dead. Necromancy seemed like even among the accepting villagers it would have to be taboo; I didn't plan on revealing it to anyone unless they got in major trouble.


Observing Zog in my Inventory I sighed. You can be useless a bit longer you stupid hunk of flesh. Then I went over the various fish and edible herbs in my inventory, trying to figure out how many more I needed to acquire.


A/N:AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH
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                “*Oookay! Let’s work hard everyone!*” Clapping my hands in the late morning, I released the undead from Inventory into the forest. As for food, it mostly became a matter of acquisition, as Inventory held a theoretically infinite amount. According to Ychk, Longhand, or rather, Khtraal, was doing some sort of chikan hunt. From what I’d heard, there are both chikans and chickens, where the former is a more aggressive variant. It’s still basically a chicken and shouldn't amount to much, so I decided to send my minnies hunting.


The six hand spiders would work in pairs, scouting the area, while Zog would do most of the fighting. Chikans may just run away from the undead, so I placed a bit of fish on the back of each hand spider, not enough to attract larger predators though. If they really were aggressive they should be drawn into a fight.


However, the order of going out into the forest as a unit, surveying the area and reporting to Zog who would then undertake action, collect the chikan and then return with it was far too complicated for simple undead. Instead, I divvied up the orders into three primary sets. One in each hand spider pair would walk to Zog, then 100 meters out, and then return. If they encountered a chikan, it would return immediately to inform Zog. The other hand spider’s orders were to follow the first hand spider, unless they encountered a chikan, where it would then attempt to grapple it. If the chikan was killed by Zog it could return to prior orders. Zog functioned as the center, and moved out on the path I determined for him through the forest, and the hand spiders would have to move to follow him, changing the center of their search area. If a hand spider informed him, he would go to its partner to fight the chikan and return with it, before resuming his path.


Ordering simple undead was just like programming, complex things were just made of simpler subroutines. As long as they weren't destroyed, even if they got lost I could use the spiritual connection to find them, or order them to return. On that matter, the range at which they could be controlled had increased to a smidge under 120 meters, but that was still far too short.


Having faith that the bugs that cropped up wouldn’t be terminal, I sent them on their way into the forest. If disappearing made people worry, I should probably be sure to spend some time in town. The efforts of that day would be focused on the river; and so Saturday peacefully passed.


On Sunday, I decided to return to the depths of the forest to try and check up on the goblin situation. The forest concealed more than I originally realized; considering its size, it wouldn't be strange to find a goblin kingdom within its borders. There didn’t seem to be any major historical interactions between whatever resided amongst the trees and Derriad, but considering the scope both in time and size, perhaps they’d been forgotten.


When getting water and food for Ria in the morning, I spotted Ralph and made a bit of a detour to inform him I was going to be checking up on the monster population for most of the day. Before actually setting off, he had me magic away a bit of fish he’d already caught and cooked for breakfast. If anyone deserved a fishing skillcape, it would be him. 


Traversing the forest, I ordered my minnies to return while on the trail, I did have to slow my pace a little for them to catch up, but I spent the time practicing forming Negative Energy outside of the game skills. Compared to using spells, it took a great deal less concentration to use; and as a foundational Necromancer ability, a Necromancer should know it inside and out. I forwent actually practicing on Zog, and merely put all the undead in my Inventory save Hans. If I wanted to get to the goblin area any time soon, they were too slow. Instead, I carried the first hand spider and repeatedly enhanced it on my journey.


“*Uhhh, Hans, why are you starting to glow?*” Almost draining my mana, at some point Hans began emitting wisps of negative energy from his body. He looked very content, and was exposing his belly(palms).


In Underworld, the {Negative Energy} buffs had a soft cap that could be raised by perks, after which, further enhancements cost exponentially more. Not possessing the perk at all, the effectiveness of the buffing should have quickly gone down. This seemed to happen at first, but then hit a plateau, and the enhancements stopped costing more and more. Seeing this, I used the Negative Energy enhancement until I was drained.


More shocking than a mere plateauing cost came from the base cost. While it should scale with level, buffing Hans was too cheap no matter how I looked at it. Compared to the cost of enhancing Zog, Hans only used about a third of the mana! Madness! Combined with the limitation of diminishing marginal utility, this was exploit material without a doubt! Who knew how strong Hans could become in the future?


This inevitably was an exploit only meant for a future me, as even with the reduced costs, my current mana regeneration rates still couldn't keep up. Looking into Hans’ roiling soul, he truly experienced a surge in his physical prowess, however his mental capabilities did not have the same benefit. You can’t really expect that in a creature without a brain I guess.


With my mana nearly depleted and unable to keep up with the rate of stat point decay, I decided to put Hans away.


I smiled once again, pondering on how exactly Inventory’s time stop nature worked. Hans was happily eaten up by a portal of darkness. Almost instantly I detected something amiss. 


“*What? No! Why? How does any of this make sense!*” Groaning, I could feel my mana regeneration begin surging upwards. It only lasted for a short while, and Hans quickly popped out so I could check on him. Indeed, putting the enhanced Hans inside my Inventory recouped 20% of the cost of imbuing him, and he returned to being a normal hand spider.


Inventory decided to cycle my mana back to me. This thing, it doesn’t understand! Perhaps it was just too different from the natural world to be carried over normally. Maybe being part of my spirit it wanted to troll me. It didn’t really matter; all that could be done was put up with its absurd behaviors.


Sadly, I gently placed Hans back within Inventory. Perhaps a day will come when my hand spider becomes unstoppable, but today is not that day. Time to proceed to the goblins, and forget the tragedy of finding another strategy that remains out of reach.


Approaching the area once infested with scattered patrols, it seemed to have turned into a forbidden ground. The corpses had more or less completely scavenged, roughly eaten by the surviving hordes of goblins. They weren’t the most efficient or tidy of eaters, as there were plenty of fleshy scraps scattered about. Clouds of many types of bugs formed over the bodies left behind, and even I could detect a malodorous stench forming, though it had yet to reach the smell of pervasive rotting.


Such wastefulness you guys. I would have taken more bodies if I knew you didn’t value every bit.


The mess extended for at least a few miles, and I decided to spend some time in the area waiting for Iyrkraal or Khtraal to show up. Time wasn’t of the essence in this case, and there was simply too much waste. My minnies were getting a real workout, and I brought them out of Inventory again.


A crisp layer of dried blood covered a great deal of ground, and I shoved it and the leaves beneath aside, creating a smooth patch of dirt. Sitting down, I spread my legs as if making a snow angel and cleared another large area in front of me. Ordering my minnies, they set out to begin cleaning up the area. The hand spiders brought back bits torn off and detached from mannerless eaters, and Zog brought back corpses that remained mostly together. Giblet by giblet, a pile started to form before me.


With a combination of <Mage Hand>, <Prestidigitation>, <Chiburi Astral>, <Return to Earth>, and good ol’ fashioned manual labor, the remnants of the battlefield were processed. Stripping away excess flesh into a pile, I would magic the bone clean and place it in my Inventory. When the flesh pile built up too tall and slopped towards me, I returned it to earth. Since more than a day or so had passed, between the goblins and other scavengers, there wasn’t any plain flesh usable. I didn’t mind, because once I could use {Skeleton}’s Amalgam skill, I would be able to have so much fun.


Again with Inventory’s strange nature, the bones began filling up my slots quickly, before suddenly stopping. It seemed while there were three broad quality levels, there were only nine types of bones. Upper arm and leg bones both went into the same category, and skulls and jaws were combined, yet ribs and spines went into different categories. There also seemed to be a catch-all category for any bone smaller than a kneecap, with the exception of the digits. Inventory, it’s great you can consolidate these, but why? How?


On top of that, my minnies built up a pile of rags, as well as finding a few weapons that had been missed. I kept them both after a cleaning. Extra cloth has a lot of ways to come in handy, fire starter, patching clothes, bandages...that’s about it, but those are good uses. 


Moving about every 15 minutes or so, we cleaned out a large enough area it became more efficient to move. The pile built up too fast for my mana regeneration to keep up, so as time went on, I had to use my hands more and more, saving mana for the final <Prestidigitation> cleaning. While maximum mana might not increase even if used to 0, casting the spells became easier and easier. <Prestidigitation> in particular went from being as easy as scratching my nose, to merely breathing. In fact, while using <Mage Hand> to manipulate a body to make it easier to dissect, at the same time I unconsciously used <Prestidigitation>.


Egads! Prior to that point I had only been cleverly casting spells in serial! <Mage Hand> required constant control, and though it became incredibly simple for me to do so, it had been impossible to cast another spell at the same point in time! Shocked, I tried replicating the scenario, while still processing the bodies of course.


Picking up bones and cleaning them at the same time, it seemed that <Prestidigitation> could reliably be used concurrently with <Mage Hand>. Testing my limits, <Prestidigitation> not only could be cast during a spell’s duration, but at the same time as another as well with slightly more effort. If only casting <Prestidigitation>, three could be done all at once. It was a greatly exciting matter for me to be able to use more than one spell at once, but I didn’t dare get my hopes up too high.


As expected, the ability to cast an additional spell at the same time was limited to <Prestidigitation>, the magic I was most intimately familiar with. I had better luck forming the spell shapes of <Magic Dart> and <Mage Hand> at the same time, but my proficiency with those two was still nowhere near as high as with <Prestidigitation>. That great spell was what cleaned me and and my clothes, brushed my teeth, combed my hair, shaved me since Glaucen, occasionally flavored my food, helped get rid of fish guts around town, and now had been used en mass to process bones. Much of its uses could be omitted, but as leaving my mana topped off all the time would be wasteful, I cast it over and over, likely making it my largest expenditure each day.


The other spells lagged behind <Prestidigitation> in familiarity, however progress could still be felt compared to the ones that fell by the wayside, such as <Echoing Skull>. If I devoted more time each day, it would definitely be possible to cast even more spells simultaneously.


For the moment, I focused on processing bones. Tossing them in, one by one, eventually I sensed movement within <Death Sense>. Looking over I gave a wave, and a toothy grin was returned to me.


A/N:AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!
There, I'm pretty sure that's the right number. Unfortunately that means I missed the chance for a HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH reference.

The setup for the forum game is nearing completion. I got sidetracked by figuring out how weather patterns work.
            

    
        Chapter 50:What a Kidder

    
    
    
    
                “Greetings Alhric.” Vamp stalked over, curiously watching the hand spiders and Zog. “Your Alhric, dead warlk. No good near ohtherz.”


Looking at him again, Vamp’s claws and teeth were strangely sharp for a goblin, and his skin was a murky porcelain. Thinking on it, I felt Vamp might be part undead, like a dhampyr or wendigo. Goblins already ate each other, so I don't really know what being a wendigo goblin entailed. Whatever it was, it seemed even goblins had some sort of reverence for their dead. Or at least uncomfortable with their meals getting up and walking away.


“I understand. What happened to the Uhkhjk?” Minnies bringing back one last load, they hopped back into my Inventory again.


“We vreast.” Opening his jaw, he clacked his teeth twice. This guy really enjoyed eating, and he still stayed so thin. People would probably die to get this sort of metabolism. “Mrany Iyrkraal, mrany Khtraal.”


“Will you take me to Khtraal?”


“Ychk tells me.”


“That’s good. Let me finish here. Have a snack while you wait.” I tossed out one of the fresher, but lower quality corpses for Vamp to greedily munch on. He took his time and observed me work while chewing with his hands. 


I dissected quickly, cleaning up the bones that had been collected. Even though there was still plenty left behind, I couldn't stay to get it all. It couldn't be used without {Skeleton} so there was no rush. The marks of larger scavengers were scarce, the bones would be fine for quite a while longer. Vamp lead the way through the forest.


Untiringly, Vamp prowled through the trees. Mostly bipedal, but sometimes dropping into a four-legged dash, it would be difficult not to superimpose the image of a ghôl over him. Assuming you knew about ghôls. Other than me, there were probably only four other people who even heard of the game.


Like a ghôl, he moved swiftly, but I did not lag behind. With longer and more powerful strides, the Stamina consumption of the run was negligible for me. Running longer than anticipated, we were on the move for at least half an hour before entering goblin patrolled territory. Few in number, Vamp and I didn't encounter many, but when we did, they gave us a wide berth. After running for around an hour total, the density of goblins suddenly shot up, and I began to see the odd shelter.


Perhaps I should have saved more adjectives relating to poor construction work. Given the fact most goblins lacked proper hands, they could be cut a bit of slack, but that didn't change how roughshod many of their shacks looked. It may be better to just call the housing nests, since they were made of natural branches and logs intertwined like a weaver bird’s.


Moving into the village, I spotted some children goblins, but none overtly female. Welp, let's just hope for either asexual reproduction or a gender segregated society shall we. Or maybe they laid huge clutches of eggs, because the farther among the settlement Vamp took me, the more goblins swarmed around.


They existed in surprisingly abundant numbers, they slept and scrabbled feet away from each other. I reckoned that there was one goblin per 5 square meters minimum. That didn't include the raal which took to the trees of course, though they weren't a huge demographic anyhow. Vamp and I had to slow our pace somewhat to make way through the increasingly dense population, but since they parted before us, it didn't delay us much.


One might think wandering into a den of goblins is not the wisest of ideas, and perhaps it wasn't. However even in the depths of enemy territory escape wasn't impossible. They were too weak individually and too uncoordinated in groups. The numbers were to be conscious of though, not for myself but the village, and perhaps all the places not behind town walls. Each one may be pitifully weak, but I'd get to see any sort of crowd control combat. This one goblin settlement looked to be in the hundreds of thousands at least, and every one seemed capable of fighting. Descending like a swarm of locusts, if directed they could erase anything in their path. 


Vamp stopped after entering an area forbidden to many goblins. An attempt to make a clearing had happened, but it seemed the growth of plants in the forest was too strong. One tree had been partially felled, but while the original trunk remained hinged upon the stump, a second began to grow. Using this partially fallen tree as the backbone, a large hut was formed under it, a dome made of mud. It sounds primitive, yet was much more advanced than the rest of the buildings. Stones, sticks, and bones all protruded from the mud, reinforcing it. Several goblins were clambering over it, smearing a tarry dark material over the structure.


“Ychk whait irnside. With Iyrkrall and Khtraal. Me whait here.”


“Thank you.” We smiled with teeth and I headed towards the dome. Considering the lack of any real architectural design, it impressed me. Using only the trees around it for support, it reached up around 15 meters. As I passed towards the hole into the interior, I knocked on the walls, it certainly felt sturdy.


Enough getting sidetracked by goblin architecture, it was time for me to pass the threshold.


It might as well have been outside, although the floor lacked leaves. Inside the large dome, there were smaller domes made out of the same mud and timber detritus. All of it was illuminated by a bonfire in the center that used bones as fuel. Curious, it didn't seem like it should be possible, yet it was happening. Tending the fire was a goblin about Vamp’s height, but lacking his gaunt appearance. Ychk stood next to him.


“Greetings Alric. This is Oirk. You must greet Khtraal.” Ychk made introductions. His more human features were rather contrasting with Khtraal. While the goblin chief also resembled a human more than his common kin, there was no doubt that he was far more vicious, possessing a high level of cunning. So I decided to greet him properly.


“Greetings Chieftan Khtraal, I am Alric.”


“Greetings Alric. Ychk said muchs about you.” Khtraal’s voice wasn't the horrible grating noise of the others, instead it sounded like a medium pitch engine vibrating. Not a normal sound, but much closer to human speech than his underlings. However I noticed something a little odd as he talked. “Ychk thinks you are strong, help fight the Uhkhjk. But you ask for reward.”


“There is that matter, yes. I came to see if his end of the bargain would be—could be upheld.”


“You don't trust and yet walk into our territory?”


“Yes.” My blunt response made Khtraal pause for a bit. Raal weren't accepted among the goblins unless they made their strength known; it could be inferred that power held a great deal of sway in social standing. At Level 4, even this goblin chief...1v1 me bro, ill reck u. Not that I had so little tact as to say such a thing aloud, but it was a tacit implication.


“Khhrk,” Khtraal let out a harsh snort, something involving condescension and disdain. “You ask me to spare human village? For just a few Uhkhjk? Muchs more services are needed. Fight with us, then your village is safe.”


“You ask for too much. You already have to deal with inner turmoil and other Chiefs. There hasn't been an attack on humans in living memory, and now that you're pressed you think you can spare troops?” 


“Khtraal kill all in their way! None able to stop us when we start! Join Khtraal or village suffer.” The great fire pit two meters in radius separated us, until at that moment, Khtraal leaped through the flames and landed before me. This sort of cheesy intimidation tactic was just too adorable. Well, I did want to get on and make sure the business deal closed in a satisfactory manner, so I pushed to conclude the play.


“Oh, stop it. Fighting me will only bring great damage to you, stop trying to get yourself a discount. The Khtraal and Iyrkraal won't attack my village; any further negotiations will require further rewards.” 


“You speak nonsense, listen to the chief of Oirk!” Khtraal let out a feral snarl, but I caught that glint in his eye as well. It just took a knowing smile to stare him down, and eventually his shoulders relaxed. “Hkejk, how could you tell?”


“Verb structure for the most part, as well as some awkward pluralization. Why would you add a suffix if you knew it was an irregular verb? Besides, you didn't have the look of someone who got by with brute strength, you'd be a lot more mangled if you were.” Looking down at the goblin chief we stepped apart to a respectful distance. “What did you really hope to gain from that? If I felt a bit more vindictive, there wouldn't even be blood left here.” It wasn't that I was incomparably vicious, just that I hated to make waste. Khtraal didn't need to know that part though.


“Khhrk, if you're that strong you would demand a large price. Even if you could beat me the clan might fall into chaos; I thought the numbers would be too overwhelming for you to disagree. And you can't change a fool’s mind.”


“Rather sensible line of reasoning. Just recall from now on that while I don't mind this sort of farce, if anything were to actually happen, I would take action.”


“Noted. Now sit with me and discuss business; you say you will act as a mercenary?” Khtraal sat down cross legged, facing the fire. Following suit, I looked into the flames with the chief.


“I won't depart from the village for long, but I've yet to find a goblin that can blockade my path. I would gladly partake in any critical strike; or you could just tell me where to find them. Fighting makes one stronger, and if you keep your promise, then to become stronger I'll just have to find and fight the Uhkjhk.”


“What can a human gain fighting opponents so far beneath them? No, I've accepted the Iyrkraal, it does not matter to me. So long as you aid me, you will be rewarded.”


“The Iyrkraal...they are much more removed than just the raal. Despite being strong, they still attract animosity.”


“They are unnatural, birthed of outsiders. Iyrkraal is a chief in exile for his taboos, but due to the strength of himself and his clansmen, none dare fight him.” Khtraal looked over to Ychk. “Despite the nature of his clan, I have accepted his aid.”


“Hmmm…” I reflected on matters a bit. At first getting the goblin chief to concede to my request seemed like something difficult. Then, as a raal his influence on the tribe wasn’t as encompassing, but he took a risky action in recruiting the help of the already disliked Iyrkraal. If he was a gambler, then he might just bet on me; and there was a way to make this low risk, high reward for him. “I’ve thought on what I desire. You hunt chikans correct? In the future I will be going on a journey and require food for several people. Ychk shared that you already are trying to capture them, so this is quite the opportunity for you. Two days and one night every week is likely the limit of my service, but depending on how far the battlefield is, I can try to make an exception.”


“Fight for chikan? Hkejk!” Khtraal laughed, similar to how I reacted the other day. I was actually serious though; I felt a bit amused by the irony of it. “Uhkhjk rules Yhrack, half a day to the northwest. Though I suppose if you could keep up with him, you move faster than most humans. I’d like to make use of you, but it seems as though you’ll act on your own terms regardless, so I will accept this offer. ▶▶ riders and Iyrkraal will accompany you in a strike force.”


“▶▶ …*Wargs*...Similar to large wolves?” No one said anything about there being wargs in the forest. That might have put me in a tiny bit of danger, if they weren’t expected. But of course goblins would have wargs, it’s not really a surprise. “I doubt many goblins can handle that.”


“Yes, that describes them well. Don’t think all my underlings are at the level you saw in the battle the other day. Those were merely the lower class warriors scouring the forest for chikans. The true power of the Khtraal comes from our elites. Primarily raal like myself, naturally.”


“I’m doing this for chikan, not the politics.” I waved away his air of superiority. The raal may be better, but they aren’t that much better. He’d end up killed during the working class revolution if that attitude kept up. Well, I really was only in it for protecting the village and the chikan. “So I take it these elites of yours will be able to follow an actual plan then?”


“Yes, but now that we have your power, the plan will need to be modified some. Ychk! ▶▶▶▶ ▶ ▶ ▶▶▶ !”


I have a feeling he said something inspiring, but alas, I could not understand it. Language barriers are a real bummer when giving speeches.
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        Sidestory 50.1: The Foul-Mouthed Kidnapper

    
    
    
    
                “D-damn…” Despite Tyrin’s reservations, Norman clung to her shoulder. They’d been played by that absurd mage, and quickly routed as well. An arrow in the back and dagger in the gut didn’t even phase him, how could anyone face a monster like that? Norman looked at Tyrin, wondering if he should just try running away from the Poran. If they faced that monster again, even their benefactor wouldn’t be able to save them. This whole operation was a mistake…


Tuesday
The band of seven stopped a distance from the village where their target would allegedly stop. Timmet, a new recruit to the information gatherer’s group, acted skeptical. He didn’t have the experience to trust knowledge over instincts. Instead, he went on about how mages wouldn’t hide in such a place. Apparently the only mages he’d ever heard of were the prideful type.


“Shut your trap Timmet. We got info he came from Salt Village, and this is the only place that could be called that. Now dress up in the damn robes, and do your job!” Michael commanded, his subordinate dropping the attitude. It wasn’t so much discipline as fear, fighting may be dissuaded within the upper ranks, but the newbies were free game to beat. The only reason Timmet had been spared so far was because bruises would be a bit much on someone trying to pass themselves off as a Disciple.


Norman breathed out heavily at the scene. There opponent may have been a mage, but he was wounded. No matter how much that core was worth, sending two different groups after him was overkill. Harold also went enforcing his no nonsense policy on them all and kept him from getting a peek at Tyrin as she changed as well, so his mood became even more foul. A beauty like that in the Poran, Norman regretted not joining one of the intelligence divisions. At least every once in awhile he had the chance to abduct a girl.


The archer stewed on his resentment, as he and his remaining fellows spread out to wait for the initial survey of the village.


“He’s there.” Under cover of night, Tyrin snuck away from the village. Behind a slight hillocks they congregated, eating their stiff rations and waiting for her report. “There might be a problem.”


“What is it?” Michael awaited what she had to say. In charge of the kidnapping squad Norman was a member of, in Hammond’s absence he took seniority. Norman felt he was too overbearing, and unlike Harold who strictly imposed the rules on them, Michael acted with leeway to punish those under him. If not for the fact that his own liberties were overlooked, Norman would have looked for a way out long ago.


“We found the mage as described, he says his name is Alric. His clothes match what we were told, and they’ve recently been sewn together in the positions he was allegedly wounded. But his motions imply that he no longer suffers from them. I suspect he has healing magic available.”


“Are you absolutely sure that it’s him?”


“Yeah, he has reeter sap on his cheeks and hands.”


“Alright, continue using the Deik Cloth plan. Even if it doesn’t affect him, at the very least it can gain some blood power for it. Is there anything to note about his habits?”


“It's just the first day, of course not. The target does act a bit strange as Harsier warned; it may be difficult to attract his attentions to unearth his secrets.”


“Just do your job, secret-whore.” Michael spat. Abductions and information gathering went hand in hand, so anything that went wrong could usually be blamed on the intelligence squad. Coming back with essential nothing, even if there were reasons Michael wasn't the sort to excuse it.


“Maybe I should practice with you then?” Tyrin responded with an edge in her voice. A seductress, but even a woman could learn to torture, and it was clear which of her two specialties she was referring to. Norman figured the only way he’d get close to her was if her fingers were broken, but just looking at her was a sight the Patriarch would envy. He’d have to satiate himself without drawing her attentions.


“Go, learn his patterns and report back without empty words.” Michael commanded, even though she was about to do just that. Fuming, the female Poran returned to the village.


Even before she reported in the morning, Norman and Taylor were stationed in the middle of the night. Norman found himself within one of the fields of high grass occasionally cut for thatching. Allegedly watching for if the mage started to leave, of tried entering the shack given to the information squad, instead he found himself more concerned with the insects crawling about.


The slums of Glaucen didn't sparkle, but there was still quite the difference between hiding in the city and undeveloped land. Gnats and flies buzzed about, and beetles and ants crawled through the dirt. Norman silently batted them away, fighting off the insects with as little movement as possible. He went hours not seeing hide nor hair of the mage, and even as night fell the village might as well have been dead. There were only about three dozen people total, the lack of activity made the city dwelling rogue restless. 


About to witness a second dawn from the brush, Norman gladly sped off to return to the southern hillocks. Someone would replace him soon, finally it was time to head back to the main group. Happy to be out from the plants, he itched to his heart’s content, red pumps rising all over. Seeing Michael stab at a piece of deadwood, he grimaced; the boss of the abduction squad didn't have a great attitude even when he was in a good mood.


“Norman, you fucker, don't keep me waiting! That shit Harold’s fucked the Deik Cloth, and the secret-whore can’t fuck the mage! If we can't get him by the end of this, you'll be leaving with broken arms!” Seeing Norman approach, Michael burst out into a stream of swearing.


“Did I actually do anything wrong, you prick?”


“Damn Taylor let the mage get away in the forest yesterday, you ended up just sitting on your ass the whole time.”


“How’s that my fault? Rip into him then, I followed your orders.” Norman sneered right back at Michael. “Shouldn't be bothering with him in the first place, there's no way he's worth this much effort. Just slit his throat and say we couldn't find anything.”


“You want to skimp out on this job? You'll wish Tyrin flayed you if that gets back to Harsier. These orders are from the top, and I'll have you buried alive with Taylor's corpse before cutting corners here. Now get to the damn forest and make sure the mage doesn't get away this time!”


“Shithead bastard…” Norman muttered under his breath, not daring to say it loud enough for Michael to hear. He’d already been up for a whole day, and his stomach roiled discontentedly from sparse meals. The Poran left no room for disobedience though, and with his leader in such a foul mood Norman could only curse to himself.


Rushing towards the forest, Norman halted at the edge. He gazed up into the canopy, at least three times his own height. The forest had approached the road over the last few days, and none of the Poran members were used to it, opting to sleep on the far side of the road. Norman was not excluded and felt a tangible unease from within.


The woods were so far removed from the slums of Glaucen. They were irregular, and no matter what direction you looked, your vision would be blocked. Memorizing such a vast expanse would be useless, yet roots and slippery leaves were just waiting to catch at your heels. The leaves blotted out light overhead, meaning even daytime lost some of its luster. This sort of place was where monsters would thrive.


“O Patriarch of man,

This one beseeches you,
To tread where beasts dwell,

Yet remain unharmed,
Sing Tian Meng.”


Norman recited a quick prayer chant, pricking his finger so a bead of blood formed. Letting it drop to the ground, he adjusted his bow in his hands and stepped into the trees.


He needed to find either Taylor or the mage. Unfortunately since he couldn't draw the attention of one, he couldn't just call out for the other. Instead, Norman tried using his sense of direction to find the way. The plan did not go as well as hoped.


In his entire life, Norman had not needed to travel more than a day outside of Glaucen. Like many of the rogues, Glaucen and its surroundings were intimately familiar to him, but it was not due to skilled navigation. Only repeated practice and years of living brought the ability to foot through the city like a shadow. In the forest there were no odd shops, no broken flagstones, no unique characters, only endlessly repeating trees and shrubs. For Norman to suddenly adapt to such conditions was beyond his abilities.


Nervously fumbling throughout the dimly lit woods, the chittering and screeching kept him from finding a measure of peace. Norman knocked an arrow on his bow, to at least be prepared. Yes, if anything, he was an excellent shot. Whatever monsters roamed the forest, he might at least be able to dissuade them and keep his own life if using the bow. The bow found itself drawn on several occasions, but ended up relaxing after several tense minutes each time.


“Idiot, get over here and get down!” A hissing came from the direction of a particularly dense thicket. Norman followed the instructions, more out of the relief of finding another human than deference.


“Damn Taylor, Michael is all riled up because of you. Aren't you supposed to be a hunter?”


“Just get down!” As Norman approached, Taylor leaped up and dragged him back within the brush. “This guy isn't a normal mage. I lost him the other day because I couldn't keep up, he doesn't get tired even after 30 minutes of running, it’s ridiculous! Keep your bow up, and ready to sprint.”


“Whatever.” Norman listened, but still was acting far more relaxed. Letting out a yawn, he leaned his back against a tree. Damn, he was being run ragged. Leaning against a tree, his eyelids felt heavy. Just too much work...he's better try resting up before...anything happens. 


He awoke to the sound of running, and barely caught sight of Taylor in the area. Had he spotted the mage? There wasn't another explanation for it, but Norman couldn't believe they actually crossed paths at this juncture, the forest was huge after all. Deciding to give chase as well, Taylor led by a good distance, but eventually he caught up. The mage was nowhere in sight.


Taylor, surprising Norman by making out tacks on the ground in poor lighting stopped and knelt. Tearing off a small branch, he threw it into the forest in a rage.


“He did it again! That bastard, is he playing me for a fool? And you were sleeping over there? I might as well try to do it all myself.”


“You think I care? Well I don't. Quit your grumbling, did you notice anything we can tell the chief?”


“Nothing I want to—the bastard managed to escape just by walking. I'm starting to think there’s some sort of magic involved.”


“Let's move back towards the village and watch him as he returns. That'll be something at least.” Norman suggested, not too broken up about it all. He was just waiting for Michael to lose patience so they could straight up fight and drag the mage back to Harsier. 


Norman, like all the Poran, attended worship regularly; he knew that magic was the domain of demons and devils, and that mages were subject to their influence. Mages could upset the balance of the Flow of Life with their magic, but Norman felt it would be better to kill them outright, even if they were humans. This mage’s powers may be strong, but that only meant that they should take advantage of their numbers to kill him as soon as possible.


He didn't dare go against Michael’s commands though, and waited with Taylor for the rest of the day. Not that his luck was so good that merely following orders would keep him out of trouble.


“Assholes! Don't you have anything to report? I've been stuck with Michael and he’s started throwing daggers he’s getting so antsy. Not to mention the mage is so crazy Tyrin doesn't know how to talk to him.” Silently appearing from the forest, a head of pale blue hair surprised them. Looking slightly irritated, the usually aloof Erwin came in like the wind. “Just sitting around out here...well, we should be out of here by tomorrow evening.”


“I knew that shithead couldn't hold out much longer.” Norman smirked, having been proved right. Three days was a new record though, the Mage must really have run circles around Harold’s group. He hated Michael, naturally he understood the limits of his temper to avoid repercussions.


“Ugh, it's going to be such a pain to catch the bastard. Why do we have to bother keeping this under wraps? What's a village like this going to do?”


“Ignorant ass, maybe if you paid more damn attention you'd know!” Erwin grumbled at Taylor. “This guy makes connections like a spider weaves webs, apparently he knows at least two Disciples, the big alchemist Theodore, and Castor’s the one who brought him to town.”


“Not fucking Castor again…” Norman heaved out a sigh. The chipper merchant was incredibly irritating whenever his name popped up. Practically a member of every guild, while not actually belonging to any, whatever charity case he started working on would be regularly checked up on. If they went missing, he'd mention it to everyone, unintentionally mobilizing practically all of Glaucen. Damn chatterbox couldn't be bribed and despite moving like clockwork, never could be caught by any assassins. The Guardian of Man must have taken a liking to the merchant for whatever reason, so if ever one of their targets had a relation to Castor, they needed to make sure they disappeared ‘naturally’.


“Yeah, apparently Castor recommended him to be an apprentice to Theodore.”


“So he vanishes while collecting herbs in the forest. Right. I think I got the bastard’s course guessed; he's gone the same way yesterday and today. It's not always the path he uses, but it's pretty common. If not tomorrow, then the day after.”


“Right, here's the plan so far…” Erwin began to explain what had been worked out. The mage had strong healing capabilities, so Norman should aim for the lungs. Patting his bow, he felt a smile coming on.


Thursday Morning

Norman grit his teeth to the point his jaw protested in pain. Back in the damn grass! Shithead decided to put him along the road to watch for if the mage tried making a break for it instead, even if he headed for the wilderness towards Medean, the empty land meant Norman would be able to spot it. Except for Tyrin the rest got to go on a manhunt, while he had to wallow in the grass again! 


Frustrated, he spent hours just stabbing at the ground with an unfinished arrow. Butchering ants on a small rock, time passed slower than it had before. At least in the city, there was always something happening, the desolate air of the village frayed his patience.


Noon came, and Norman shifted uneasily on the dirt. Had those idiots fucked up again? How hard could it be? Despite inwardly doubting their competence, even deeper the archer knew that shouldn't be the case. Lacking discipline didn't mean anything, they still always caught their targets. Perhaps the morons got lost on the way back; thinking that, Norman ate more dried food from his bag.


A rustling noise, and a voice to soft to make out, raised his attentions as the sun was getting lower in the sky.


“Norman, show yourself you filthy lecher.” Tyrin frantically beat around the bush. “Get out here, this is fucking important!”


“Yeah, what is it whore?” Rising from the grass, he wore the usual scowl. He hated being talked down to by someone he could kill. In theory at least, if he actually killed her, there would be such a shitstorm afterwards.


“The group's been wiped out, the mage led them into a goblin warzone. He knew who we were the whole time.”


“What the fuck?” Norman gaped, “Goblins? You don't mean all of them got killed by fucking goblins, who told you?”


“They used the damn transmission slip, there were at least a hundred there. They're...definitely dead.” Tyrin practically had frost forming around her. “Hide outside where I'm staying, I'll lead Alric to the door. You shoot him, I'll stab him, we’ll get out quick. Fuck Castor, we need to get this over with now.”


“Damn it...fine.” Reluctantly Norman agreed. He had trouble believing they were in such dire straits, but transmission slips were rare, and expensive. They only had one, and the only thing that commanded a higher price was the Deik cloth; that included their lives.


Taylor and Erwin were okay blokes, but he didn't really give a damn about either of them. Now he just wanted to make the mage suffer and drag him back to Glaucen; he’d enough of the hinterlands.


Keeping his arrow knocked but not drawn, at least he knew the moment of truth was arriving. Spotting Tyrin running around, quickly slamming the door behind her, the time was soon. Norman glanced around looking for their target.


In a blue haramaki and simple clothes, reeter sap splashed across his cheeks, and with a black ponytail, their target casually strolled through the village. He spotted Tyrin, but from between the blades of grass, Norman watched him casually converse with the villagers. Had this guy really tricked five people into getting themselves killed? His clothes were sewn together in a few places, but other than that, he looked clean and unhurried. Casually knocking on the door, he politely asked for Tyrin to come out.


What an idiot.


Slowly, Norman drew the bow back. 14 people had been killed as a result of his arrows, and countless more crippled. This was his real job among the abductors, ranged suppression of dangerous targets. Steadily lining up the target, he took a deep breath and released. Landing right on the mark, the arrow penetrated several inches into the mage’s chest. Ha! Serves the bastard right, dragging the Poran out to the middle of nowhere.


Successful, Norman dove back into cover on reflex. Out of habit he got ready to knock another arrow, but then he heard a shout and a thud. It wasn't Tyrin’s shrill voice though.


Peeking through the stalks of grass, all the blood drained from Norman’s face. Stomping on Tyrin’s beautifully filled chest, the mage mercilessly crushed the breath out of her, the arrow waving up and down as he bent his back to put more force into it. Taking a dagger out of nowhere, he started leisurely cutting at her arms.


“I-impossible…” What sort of brutal monstrosity was this? That arrow passed right into his lungs! 


Hands trembling, Norman fumbled with his bow to knock another arrow; then a hail of disturbed air tore through his hiding place. The impacts scattered dirt, and one hit his left calf.


“Hrgh!” Trying to suppress the scream, he was hit in the legs and arm several more times. Dropping his precious bow, he scrabbled along the ground in fear. The wounds weren't deep, but each nevertheless represented a missing chunk of flesh, and between them all he bled heavily.


An onslaught continued around him, Norman futilely tried to evade, crawling around like a rat. Unlike the mages the Poran encountered before though, he didn't seem to be getting tired from using his devilish powers, and they quickly brought him to heel. 


Bleeding, he passed in and out of consciousness, wondering why it all happened to him.


Now, that monster released them, sending them back to Glaucen. The whore told him a bit of what he wanted to hear, but mostly they were being sent back as messengers. What a fucking joke. Norman would be fine if the Poran just poked the hornet’s nest again and were all killed; it would serve them right for the trouble they put him through.


He couldn't let Tyrin go back if he were to run off though. Well, she wasn't that unattractive. Norman just needed to wait a day or two, his injuries would definitely heal faster than hers.
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        Sidestory 50.2: The Clever Behemoth

    
    
    
    
                “Chief! Report from Oirk!” Without any deference shown to him, the strange goblin with a head of red hair burst into the audience chamber. On a chair amidst a pile of bones, tKlor’t’t alternated between eating the hard remains and the soft bits of flesh on a large platter to his side. Most goblins after coming in so rudely would become his next meal, but Khthju was allowed a pass.


“Tell me.” tKlor’t’t kept his words short, continuing to gorge himself on all manner of the dead. It wasn't just goblins, but chikans, wargs, wolves, boars, snakes; none were spared in the hunt. Contrary to one’s expectations, he did this to keep his territory vibrant. His tKlor’t’t could only eat so much, and if the damage was spread out amongst the species there was less of an impact in the long term. Unlike many of his spawn, he was no fool; Khthju also demonstrated above average wit, which was why tKlor’t’t spared him. Intelligent goblins were a good weapon after all.


“Open conflict has begun in the outskirts of Oirk. The...hgutt inform us that the forces of the Outcast still stand by Khtraal. Uhkhjk’s forces were almost totally routed, but some defectors from Khtraal remain in wait. In addition, Ychk has enlisted the help of a human, powerful enough to keep up with the gorbwrae.”


“Keep up with Gorbwrae, is it?” The chief traced the ridges of the deformities along his flesh with a claw. Goblins cared nothing for appearances, yet those who lived a long time to become Chiefs on occasion wondered what it would be like to lack such irregularities. Bringing up raal, that Iyrkraal in particular stoked tKlor’t’t’s imagination.


Gorbwrae, one of Iyrkraal’s spawn. It wasn't his name—he had no name—but that was what made tKlor’t’t most cautious. Though Iyrkraal used taboo methods, his spawn were doubtless much stronger than normal. Gorbwrae stood above even the cream of the crop, his toothy maw and gleaming claws emblazoned themselves in the mind of all who survived his presence. When Iyrkraal was said, some even thought it referred to Gorbwrae.


For simple goblins, this could lead to a great upset in the command chain. Their empty heads easily were influenced, and it wasn't impossible for Gorbwrae to take the name for himself and steal Iyrkraal’s influence. Granted, almost all the Iyrkraal surpassed normal goblins in intelligence as well, but it wasn't impossible.


tKlor’t’t wasn't so naive as to think such a simple thing would escape Iyrkraal though. The Away Chief, who was otherwise outcast was so old and powerful that he still influenced the goblin clans, despite being exiled. Older than himself, Ghojtroik and Zhargorb, and Uhkhjk’s ages all combined, none of them would be able to match him. Yet he seemed content sitting on the edge of the forest, audaciously close to a human city far to the east. He was always plotting.


tKlor’t’t felt reasonably certain he knew why Gorbwrae lacked a name. Even for the result of a taboo spawning, if the other Chiefs realized it they would finally have to make the move to attack Iyrkraal. Ghojtroik and Zhargorb would incite all the goblins of the forest, and even were there no other dangers in the forest, the interracial conflict would likely be enough to wipe them out.


The Shechief and Bloodbirther held the second largest group of elites after Weaponhand. They were also the two Chiefs that took spawning, particularly blood spawns, most seriously; almost to a level of reverence. To them, Spawnless’ origins were a heretical existence; and they would work to destroy the Outcast and his spawn at any cost.


Gorbwrae was not any taboo spawn, tKlor’t’t tracked him since his appearance. From what could be gathered, Gorbwrae possessed the traits of the undead. The Chief didn't know how, but Iyrkraal managed to birth a goblin with undead traits. Not only that, looking deeper there were traits of one of the human races as well. Though a disgusting being who could not produce its own spawn, there was no doubt of Gorbwrae’s immense strength. Never did he tire, rarely did he rest; for a human to keep pace was a feat indeed.


“What actions did this human take?”


“He was observed making the dead and weapons vanish while fighting. He pulled other weapons from nowhere, and pulled out a body for the gorbwrae to eat. It is suspected he is a shaman of some sort. Ychk was seen speaking to him, and he worked with them to destroy the Uhkhjk. They parted on good terms, with the human giving the gorbwrae a body, and receiving a tooth in return.”


“Receiving a tooth? Not to mention his cooperation with the Iyrkraal… exchanging gifts of farewell, this human is not normal. If he works with Iyrkraal and Khtraal, Uhkhjk won't be in a good position. That upstart raal is too uncompromising. His lack of fetters are also a problem. Tell me, what’s the situation with their troops?”


“The hgutt are still in the process of confirming the locations and destinations; but we do have preliminary reports. Uhkhjk warg riders are beginning to return, bearing loads of unearthed weapons. They've also given up on attempting to fell trees, for the moment.”


“Hkejk! Of course they have, raal cannot be totally cast aside. It may seem like Khtraal’s death will not be due to our actions as well though. What are his movement?”


“Right now he gathers a force of elites. He’s naming them often, at least eight. At the moment they remain within Oirk.”


“What of his wargs?”


“They go on periodic hunting excursions, but don't seem to be preparing for battle.”


“Hkejk! Raal, you're 50 years too young to outwit me.” If anything, to deceive him Khtraal should have had his warg riders go on harassment missions. Wargs and their riders were not the kind to sit still. The only way Khtraal's riders remained so at ease without fighting was if they were preparing. After all, they missed the southern Oirk skirmish, how could they be so calm? Even without orders, it would be a matter of course for them to lose patience and cut down a few goblins in the wilderness.


Khtraal was likely waiting for Uhkhjk to make his move, acting like he was on defensive against a large and armed Uhkhjk populace. When Uhkhjk marched, Khtraal riders would cut down Yhrack. While more fragile, they were also lighter and more agile, and the armed raal warg riders would be able to deal massive damage to Yhrack. With their mobility, they could strike until retaliation began, rush back, and then snap at Uhkhjk’s troops from both sides.


Uhkhjk was no fool, but his philosophy of strength left him prone to overextending himself. His own elites would likely escape with him safely, but the majority of his troops and weapons would be left to Khtraal. He could attempt to incite a revolt from within afterward, but his position would be weakened to the point where his defeat was inevitable.


That would leave two nests to Khtraal, and Iyrkraal’s Hgutchrab might count as one as well. From there if they wanted to stand in Khtraal’s way, they could only unite, or run towards one of the other kingdoms and plead for aid. 


However tKlor’t’t had yet to stand in the raals’ way. It seemed a new era of goblin life was approaching, and while he may hate them, raal were still goblins. If it meant living, he could see the plains around the tree. His spawn held variations as the Iyrkraal did, they weren't so far apart. tKlor’t’t would gracefully let the age of raal come.


“Take half the warg riders and set out. Move quickly, and when the Khtraal pack moves, move with them.”


“We’re siding with Iyrkraal?” Khthju snarled in disgust—the Chief threw a pelvis in response, knocking him over.


“Do not question my orders. Uhkhjk’s time is done; he will be finished, and there is no guarantee our intervention can reverse this. If we side with Iyrkraal and Khtraal in this matter, we will be by their sides when the reckoning comes. That reeter of a raal has been plotting since before I was born, now that he's made his move, let tKlor’t’t move to his side before it is too late.”


“As you say Chief.” Khthju stayed on the ground kneeling. It clearly strained him; unrestrained like flames, consuming all in his path to spawn more of himself. Despite the flaws, tKlor’t’t felt Khthju was his greatest spawn. 


Named for the head of hair resembling a human’s, unlike the Iyrkraal he still looked mostly goblin. Its flaming red-orange shade still attracted a great deal of attention. Formed after tKlor’t’t formed a craving for stomachs, Khthju began life quickly, after only a few weeks. His hands weren't as nimble as a raal, but his claws were shorter, making it easier to close his hand.


Along with explosive strength and incredible agility, he’d formed abilities that would easily be able to deal with a named goblin. When it rained, steam formed from his orange tinted hide, giving him concealment, and his fiery nature let him exert his full strength, and display a fearful aura that sent many cowering. The most powerful ability Khthju possessed, tKlor’t’t demanded he hide for the time being. Anything he grasped, with enough willpower, Khthju could cause to burst into flames. When he punched, a searing impact would be delivered, and he could burn goblin flesh with a touch. Khthju was a spawn of flames, and if he learned and grew old enough to become smarter, it would definitely be tKlor’t’t’s pride.


No goblin could be coddled though, the only way to advance and grow was through fighting and eating your nemeses. Khthju needed to fight on the front lines to become stronger still. Not all goblins lived to be tKlor’t’t’s age, it required plenty of feasting and more importantly to avoid being killed. However Khthju only spawned twice so far, meaning his ability to absorb a feast was much lower than normal. If that were the case, he could only fight and devour more to make up for his lack of talent, putting him in more risk. Well it had to be done.


tKlor’t’t watched his spawn leave, continuing to tear at meat and bone. His stomach heaved, alternating between swelling and deflating. Grumbling happily, he scooped up a pile of knucklebones to shove in his mouth. Many slipped through his fingers, and scattered back among the pile of small bones that escaped his clumsy grasp, so he grabbed another handful to crunch.


Manyretch, like many of the elder goblins, stood taller than his fellows. However, even the other Chiefs would be put to shame by Manyretch’s size. Almost six feet tall and four feet wide, his broad and bulging frame did not elicit a sense of obesity. A behemoth among goblins, his equally stout legs and arms had no trouble bearing his weight, though he did have a tendency to walk like a gorilla. His mass was almost no fat, just muscles and stomach.


Crunching the pile of bones beneath his enormous feet, tKlor’t’t ambled away from the throne room and towards the larder. Not a room that most Chiefs would order built, but he was tKlor’t’t. He spawned so many times that it became his new name, the ins and outs of the process were something he delved into at great length.


Rather than a larder, a zoo would be a closer concept. Animals trapped in pits, and tied to the walls, they varied from swarms of axe boars, to packs of wolves, to members of the human races. tKlor’t’t hoped he wouldn't have to eat the remaining elf; he was still having difficulty pronouncing the tricky elvish words. Well, despite his knowledge, he didn't have absolute control over the process; he could only eat appropriately at the right moment.


Stomach undulating irregularly, tKlor’t’t closed his eyes. Thinking of what he’d eaten over the past few days, and matching it with the feeling in his gut. What was it he wanted to eat? Something...hmmm. Letting out a groan from within, tKlor’t’t patted his belly as though soothing it.


“I suppose that means it doesn't have to be the elf.” Lumbering over to where the human races were chained, he looked between them. He ignored their gibbering pleas for mercy, for a time before speaking their language. “Silence!” He needed to properly evaluate them.


His gut only wanted something of a liquid nature, of course simple water did not have enough force within it. While certain animals were closer to one ‘nature’ than another, even though the human races had a strong soil nature to them, their blood was the best liquid to drink for watery spawning. tKlor’t’t had quite a few choices before him, and though he wanted the best, he also knew the faster he acted, the better his spawn would be.


Among the many human races, he settled for one of the animal people. An older boy with webbed fingers, fuzzy ears, and a long bushy tail; a member of the flying squirrel race. Squirrels were not exactly renowned for their ferocity, giving them a mellow, if somewhat flighty temperament that did not conflict with the soft, liquid nature he needed.


Those nearby cowered in tKlor’t’t’s presence, the darkness suited goblins far better than other creatures. To the limits of their bindings, they pulled away, but the squirrel boy could not escape the goblin Chief. Trembling uncontrollably, his chest began to rise and fall. tKlor’t’t took notice of this.


Yanking the boy’s arm, there was barely time to scream as his arm stretched farther than it should, dislocating at every joint. A tug of war between the goblin chief and the chain embedded within the wall, the boy’s hand collapsed; slipping through the chains, leaving a sheaf of skin behind. He couldn't shout for long, as tKlor’t’t bit down on his throat.


There were cries of fear, and sympathy from the livestock bound close to him; as he twitched, tKlor’t’t drew out the blood he could into his mouth. The squirrel boy’s pained expression could hardly be made out in the dark by his doomed fellows, but gradually his eyes turned lifeless. Not a drop of excess blood spilled from his neck, as the goblin chef made slight crunching and slurping noises, crushing the larynx within his mighty teeth.


Then the chief bent over with a groan. The newly captured held a glint of hope in their eyes, but those who had been in the larder longer knew there was no cause for celebration. As painful as it may appear, the writhing and dry heaving the goblin chief went through was just a matter of course.


With a bellow, tKlor’t’t’s jaw distended before retching. A brownish-green sludge with blue streaks poured from his mouth to the floor. It came all at once, and within the mass, a lanky figure could be seen. Like a worm thrashing in syrup, it contorted slowly. But as time passed, the sticky mass seemed to glue itself to the writhing figure. Soon, a body and limbs could be made out, and still covered in ooze, a goblin emerged. Shoveling the remaining ooze into its gullet, dirt and all, it looked to tKlor’t’t.


“Eat. Grow strong. Serve me.” The goblin chief commanded. Only two and a half feet tall, the goblin tinged with blue happily showed its tiny teeth, descending on the remaining flesh of the squirrel boy in a frenzy. tKlor’t’t would hate for good food to go to waste.
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        Chapter 51: Like, as in Palms; get it?

    
    
    
    
                Of course setting out right then for Yhrack wasn't doable for me; the day had more than half passed already. Instead they brought me up to the circumstances of their battle plan. I, Vamp, and a few other elites would run with the warg riders. Yhrack and Oirk were relatively close, and for that distance elites might be able to push themselves to keep up, and the warg riders would be going at more of a trot than a charge.


Warg riders were cavalry, doing massive damage to regular infantry goblins. The only way the Uhkhjk forces would be able to counter from their army would be to send out their own wargs. That’s where Vamp and I, a class of elites above the rest, would upset the Uhkhjk wargs.


We weren't exactly polearm users, though I did have an abundance of spears. The reason for this is because as Khtraal described it, goblin power levels went ‘hero’ >’king’ >’prince’ >’lord’ >’chief’ >’pre-hero’ >’warg riders’ >’elites’ >’warriors’ >’scouts’ and then newly born goblins. Generally speaking.


Okay, what was that? How many rankings are there? And why does are there so many ranks between hero and pre-hero?


Khtraal and Ychk pushed past my questions of goblin social structure, and only assured my that Vamp and I were around Chief level, which with two of us would certainly be able to disrupt the Uhkhjk charge enough for our mounted unit to descend on them. Then after a brief skirmish, the wargs would go full speed to cause damage at Yhrack, returning to the main battle as they started to retaliate. Vamp and I were to be the caltrops in their chase scene basically.


Before leaving I wanted a look at the wargs, not wanting to be surprised. I wouldn't have been, as their image matched the one in my head almost exactly. Varying shades of charcoal black, they looked like wolves that stood three to four feet high and five to seven feet from snout to hindquarters. Wargs really were massive, but prodding one, its body didn't seem particularly strong. When fed up with being poked, it finally snapped.


“Whatch yourz-elf.” Vamp was accompanying me on my tour, narrowing his eyes at the close call between my hand and the canines. I didn't turn to look at him, swiftly gripping the warg’s muzzle, holding it shut.


“This thing has a bite almost as good as yours.” I joked. Feeling its face and the pull of muscles as it attempted to shake me off, around 13 strength was starting to get high for a baseline mortal, and Stamina expenditure gave me the upper hand. Whipping about, my large frame made it much easier to get and maintain a hold, and the beast started calming down.


Staring into its eyes as we wrestled, I confirmed that physical ability here was the same as the old world. The body strengthened at different rates, although it was usually around the same level, according to exercise and apparently diet. Despite my training when I arrived, I experienced not one point of increase, however my body improved as a whole. This Arbitrary Body left me with an incredible decrease in the vulnerability of my weak points, and realizing the extent to which muscle power and resilience could differ revealed a weakness in others.


So when the warg ended its feint, growling twice as vicious as before; I knew exactly where to kick it, bringing it down. Holding its head in an armlock, the warg’s neck craned up painfully from its collapsed body. With a little more Stamina, I lifted the head up a bit more, scooting the whole body closer; then getting down and placing the limp head on my knee.


The beast actually went and gave me puppy dog eyes, which at the same time looked dead inside. Predator? More like pathetic-er.


“Hkejk! Nevr see warg clawed before.” Vamp got in close like I did, giving the thing an eyeful of his serrated mouth. “Easzy to khill. Will be easy.”


“Yeah, but there will probably be a lot.” Looking around, the warg’s ‘pen’ was actually an open area separated from Oirk by a rather lacking fence. Constantly patrolled by a lineup of warg riders, any rogue untamed wargs that tried to find a meal in the settlement found themselves hunted and killed. Being mildly intelligent, and having already dead goblins tossed to them on occasion; warg populations existed alongside goblin settlements, the larger ones giving away more dead to their mounts. In Oirk, that came to around ten dozen unclaimed wargs. To contrast, Khtraal only has two dozen warg riders. An easier number to take care of, but even if there were fewer Uhkhjk, that didn't sound like a very fun number to tango with.


With the warg no longer giving any resistance, I got bored and let it go. Predictably attacking after a small delay, since it was expected, I landed a heavy smack atop the snout. Whimpering, it looked properly defeated as I got up. Giving it a glare, committing the darker forelegs to memory, if it tried attacking me later, I would definitely teach it who was dominant between us.


Having no further business with the goblins, I departed. Ychk saw me off, and said to expect the battle to take place five days hence, or Thursday. I felt a bit antsy about it, as having foolishly allied myself with the Khtraal, I could no longer farm them for experience points and soul power. Even if they were only goblins, I couldn't backstab my allies.


Instead, the five days could focus on improving my magic. So lacking goblins to kill, I made do with the already dead; processing the wastes to bones. Vamp accompanied me back to the battlefield. It turned out he was interested in the hand spiders and Zog; if not undead himself, his affinity for them at least was strong. Since the hand spiders needed to work in pairs for optimal efficiency in this task, I made a seventh one to hang out him.


I too was curious if the reaction with another sentient would be substantially different from actions with myself, but Rosie didn't act any different than the other hand spiders. Well, she acted within the expected range of behaviors which was still weird for ‘classical’ undead creatures. Eventually, the lack of light became due to the sun’s diminishing presence, as opposed to the thick trees. Those hours were mightily productive though, my Inventory became a boneyard by mass; and there were still branches and a few forgotten trunks left in there competing for the title of lumberyard.


Departing for the village, I threw Vamp another corpse from my Inventory. Deciding that the act would be our little parting ritual, he tossed me another of his innumerable teeth. The thought process seemed a bit strange, but whatever. Storing all the minnies in Inventory, I jogged home.


Another late night out, looking at the sky I noticed more moons than before. The large white one and the blue one from before were joined by a green moon and a red moon. There were more moons than could be reasonably predicted; and not only their colors, but their paths through the sky seemed to intersect. How did those orbits even work?


In fact, how did gravity work? Derriad matched the size of Earth, and Kallahall was double that size, and there were numerous other countries of incredible scale. Whatever planet we were on should not produce so little gravity, and the short period of the day...all of it together, it made one wonder if I'd actually landed on a flat, or dare I say, disk-like world.


Nothing to be done about it at the moment; realizing I yet again began pondering a path I couldn't possible explore, I threw my hands up in exasperation. Let's just finish up tonight’s duties.


Time for our daily sentence with Ria! Last time, I introduced myself as a mage of Braan, and told her she suffered from a magical ailment! Adding another sentence to this synopsis make it longer than our conversation!


“Wbyu…” Ria tried to say after becoming aware of my presence. Despite my excellent mumblese, she was mumbling in Derrish, so I should be excused from not understanding once or twice. Or any time, really.


“Alrighty,” Slightly filled by the busy events of the day, the usual introduction was skipped for a more expedient poke to the horns.


“Ee—don—don't! Why do you keep doing that?” Ria pulled away, covering her horns.


“That’s how you wake up; if we keep at it, it will start working better. Any real questions?”


“Umm, can I talk to my father?”


“10 seconds left; I'll bring him tomorrow morning. Question for you, does your skin still feel normal? Itching, numb, anything?”


“It’s uh, it feels like there might be some...thing….missing?” Ria started lolling about, so I set her down. Something missing, eh? That's plenty of information for a diagnosis; I wasn't a doctor, so it's not like I could get any worse, right?


I only thought such things in jest. As everything I worked with was essentially assumptions and guesswork based on observation; observing was the foundation of my worldly knowledge. Before trying to integrate this new information into theories, more data had to be collected.


Luckily, I had some time to work. Those next three days might have been dreary to some, but for me it was finally a chance to grind my skill affinities. Learning a new technique every day or two is fantastic, but given the lull in leveling, every hour could still be made use of. Instead of broadening my horizons, I deepened my foundations.


On Monday morning, as promised, I brought Pan to Ria. Such a tearjerking scene worth its weight in gold has been skipped, because I know some moments are supposed to be between family members. I stepped out as they were reunited; which given I had to touch Ria’s horns before leaving meant I stepped outside for about a breath of time.


Relatedly, Rion came with his father on Tuesday and Walphaday mornings. When I first arrived, he acted a bit leery of Ria, but after the phony Disciples came, the responsibility foisted on him rekindled his brotherly spirit. Good, you're finally taking interest in your Onee-san’s affairs!


Tagalong Girl accompanied Rion, and was now capable of storming right up to Ria—right up to just outside arm’s reach. Well, it was progress of a sort, and under a bit of encouragement it became less draining for her to use her Alpha Stigma of whatever. Since other than the odd period of worrying or pondering a upon her freedom she acted like a normal kid, I let her make the most of her childhood with the little ones her age. Even if she didn't get along as well as the others, when it's gone it's gone. She still didn't really seem to know what she wanted; I realized I would be leading her about on a Bildungsroman, what a heavy responsibility.


For the time being, I just did a lot of rote practice, sunup to sundown. Control of Negative Energy in the forest, practicing my attacks and enhancements. Hours of practice whittled the cost of creating Negative Energy to lower to 8 mana per second; and the cost to improve Zog and Hans decreased to 60 and 25 respectively. Every day I would boost them, at the same time digging around my spiritual connections, trying to understand them more reflexively.


On top of {Negative Energy} abilities, I doubled down on practicing my spells, <Magic Dart> in particular. Almost by necessity, I reached the point where I no longer needed any real motion or speech to cast the spell, saying <Magic Dart> and pointing my hand out over a hundred times in a row really wore out my tongue. For some reason, forming two <Magic Dart> spellshapes at the same time still couldn't be done despite the practice, but the time drew closer.


Busily grinding away, the approach of Thursday morning kept me burning. Frenetic energy filling every hour of the day, I made sure to put myself to sleep early the night before. Gotta rest up before the big day!
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        Chapter 52: Who let the Wargs out?

    
    
    
    
                “*It’s time to ri-ise and shi-ine!*~” Springing from the ground, the Guild Raid got me worked up. Since leveling up, things felt so carefree; when things didn't go as hoped, there was still always the implication I could reach them in time. The raid on Yhrack may seem divergent from my original plans, but experience and bodies were infinitely useful, and Khtraal’s promise to bring me chikan for fighting would help provide for the journey.


Catapulting through the woods, I trained changing between weapons while in motion, as well as jumping and dodging around the underbrush. Every second spent was to improve myself, if not muscle training, then skill training! With boundless energy, Oirk came into view shortly thereafter.


The Oirk horde seethes with anticipation, antsily alternating between flexing and relaxing their muscles, weapons constantly changing hands for a ‘better’ one. A human presence probably shouldn't have so easily gone to walk among them, but after telling them I was an Iyrkraal working under Khtraal in goblin, the hostility of some lowered. It seemed only goblins spoke goblin, so if someone spoke goblin, they were a goblin. This sort of logic made me wonder if I could hide from them by placing a towel across my eyes. The stupidity allowed me to reach the Chief’s dome safely, so it wasn't all bad for me.


In the interior of the muddy structure, Khtraal, Ychk, and eight others awaited. Gathering glares from the unnamed goblins, I noted only one was not a raal, and that one had oddly shaped hands. Speaking in their warbling and squawking tongue, I only understood a few words. There was no use in simply standing on the outskirts of the meeting though.


“Ah, Ahlric,” letting out a raspy noise, Khtraal coughed “Excuse me, this language isn't the easiest for goblins. These fellows lead my warg riders. They'll be riding with you.”


“When do we set out?”


“As soon as the scouts return. Yhrack is only a few hours away walking, the message should get to me quickly. Then we will enact the plan. Stand at the ready for now with the wargs.” Shrugging, there wasn't much to do other than obey.


Vamp and I greeted each other and strolled within the warg territory. I was interested in learning more about their anatomy and variances within a species. Vamp on the other hand seemed to be establishing dominance; probably to get first pick of the dead. We both sparred against the wargs for our own reasons.


Then, barely noticeable amidst the din of growling and pawing across the leaves, shouts rapidly approached. With the sound of a strong wind gusting through the forest, the warg being ridden forwent stealth for speed. Its chest heaving and mouth wide open, the warg staggered to a stop; the goblin rider shouting out.


In response a rallying cry came from the 26 warg riders, mounting up and readying their weapons. Ychk led them, apparently a warg rider himself; his own beast dyed with streaks of chromatic red. Raising his spear, that was the signal to move out.


A black tornado swept through the forest, sending the leaves on the ground flying into the air, and crashing through the bushes and undergrowth that managed to survive under the dense canopy. Half of our mission was to lure in and trap the Uhkhjk riders, so we couldn't be too stealthy or swift. The second I was grateful for, as it let me keep up with the Ychk and the rest. Unlike them, I optimized my path to efficiently move in their wake. Exposed dirt giving me better traction, and destroyed shrubs creating shortcuts, I lagged towards the back.


Vamp was in the back with me, even if he seemed untiring, his four limbed gallop could only move him so quickly. Taking a note from my book he also began trailing the path of the wargs to make it easier. Well it made me a bit happier that the wargs were probably just moving faster than they should. The two of us were already going more than 10 miles per hour, the only shame possible would be from being left behind. 


I may not have been able to sustain my pace indefinitely, but my mind remained clear. Smirks were clearly seen on several misshapen goblin faces when they looked back. It was merely the rudeness of underlings on their part and not the sign of some plot; as when Ychk looked back, he would occasionally engage in weaving the pack back and forth, letting Vamp and I catch up by taking a more optimal path. Their barking laughter was quite unjustified, that lot was merely laying against the soft fur of their mounts, as if they could do the same as Vamp and I.


Wearing a neutral expression, I jogged alongside Vamp, but then a thunderous noise swept through the trees to our left. That would be the direction of the Uhkhjk army we were routing around. The Uhkhjk must have predicted this move, or have faster scouts than anticipated. 


From the appearance of the Uhkhjk, Khtraal may have underestimated the enemy slightly. If we were a tornado, they were a hurricane. In possession of sturdy looking lances and spears, the Uhkhjk riders also numbered at least 30. Less interested in avoiding objects, their wargs tore themselves a path, though it slowed them. While not possessing as dense a red aura as the Khtraal or Ychk, things looked a little more dangerous than predicted.


It was really just bad news for them, because it meant I ended up fighting them with more Stamina.


Hounding us down, quick maneuvers by Ychk let us keep ahead of the Uhkhjk, leading them through obstacles they would rather crash into. Despite and in thanks to their thick skulls, the Uhkhjk were catching up. The short chase set them on our tails instead of our side which was the plan. With the Uhkhjk gaining, it was almost time.


Flashing toothy grins to each other, we began.


Pulling out two spears in quick succession, I used the handles to help stabilize my balance as I braked hard. Skidding and pivoting in the dirt, the Uhkhjk warg had time to react, but not think about what it was doing. Planting the two spears in the ground, the beast snapped the weapons, but impaled itself at the same time. Collapsing suddenly, the rider was thrown off to be shot several times with <Magic Dart>. The penetrative power wasn't enough for bone, but it was enough to have the creature bleed out. Admirably struggling though it was mortally wounded, the warg’s vitals hadn't been pierced; a large beast wouldn't bleed out so quickly so it tried to exact revenge for itself. A third spear appeared in my hand, which I thrust down its throat.


“Ahehehe…” Jumping atop the warg, in moments the rest of them descended on my position. Gleefully, I started feeling a familiar rush coursing through my veins, unable to stop laughing. 30 warg riders? That was nothing! Nothing! Drawing a sword, I leapt from the corpse to meet the approaching charge.


Wargs are pack animals, but they don't have a tendency to all attack at once. Compared to their prey, they are too large to all attack at once. So after two turned their attention to me, the rest kept running.


At least, they kept running until hearing the dying howls.


With only two wargs and their riders, I was far from being overwhelmed. The swipes of the wargs were quick, but with <Mage Hand> pushing against the lances and spears, with such a large moment arm the goblins were nearly unseated, putting their mounts off balance as well. Besides, the clawing wasn't the most dangerous attack.


Tumbling about, I slashed at the nose and lips of the canine. At the moment I couldn't go for the kill, while fighting them was simplistic, it wasn't something that could be resolved with a flip of the hand. I simply couldn't pierce through the fur and flesh without a good shot between my weapon and strength. Instead cutting at the vulnerable points, they were becoming more hesitant and pained.


The riders weren't even so small a threat, they had poor control over their weapons, and could easily be dispatched. It was actually better to keep them until killing them would open up an opportunity against their beast. A <Dazzle> sent one tumbling off his mount, giving an opening to strike the warg in the neck.


The greatest strength of the warg is in their terrifying bite. Not so much for jaw strength, as for the ability to thrash the prey around. Teeth curving back, with prominent muscles reaching from the body to the head; a warg’s ability to take down prey was more in wildly ripping off chunks of flesh through force than excessively sharp teeth.


Strength needs to be sustained by the body though. Beneath those firm and resilient muscles, it is necessary for them to be provided energy. So if a warg’s neck turned at the right angle…


“*I bathe in the blood of the damned! Let your souls submit, and be shackled to mine for eternity!*” Slipping the sword between two of the major muscles on the neck released a fountain of blood. I had to use <Mage Hand> to help guide the blade, as my physical form was still too weak, but that power was also wholly mine. Letting out a gurgling howl as blood filled its throat, it died within moments.


Turning to the other, I held back my sword before striking. Flying in from the side came a familiar red, with a slight mixture of blue and black. Vamp landed on the side of the warg, and using his black claws tore into the midsection. Opening a wound, he began disemboweling it by mouth, burrowing his head in. To let him enjoy the feast, I shot the rider off without ceremony.


As quick paced as the battle was, the rest of the riders hadn't gone 100 meters before the sound of their comrades being killed reached their ears. Abandoning the Khtraal riders, they decided to come and fight the ‘threat’ instead. What idiots.


The idiots were starting to get rather close to killing me though.


“*A great host you say? Let them come!*” My excitement was rising with every kill, but even back to back with Vamp with additional enemies the difficulty grew exponentially. Fewer chances to attack, more energy needed to dodge. I had only taken damage from a few tumbles, but being hit by an enemy strike would likely end my dodging rhythm. We danced, being snapped at by the black heads of Cerebus.


Hot breath enveloped my face, teeth closing down where I'd been an instant before. Having fallen to the ground to dodge, the warg stepped over me. In possession of my faculties, I grabbed the slobbering maw and using the slippery nature of the layer of leaves, I skidded myself under its belly, stabbing it.


It wouldn't have been possible without the litter, but that didn't mean it could be glided across like ice. My shirt tore, and I suffered from abrasions. On top of that, it was not an elegant move with quick recovery; another set of claws and spear began jabbing to the ground around me. 


“*Death! I am deeeaaath!*” Cackling as I barely evaded by contorting along the ground, grabbing the spear and hooking it under his arm, I swung the goblin off. Heaving the goblin on the end of a long lever took several moments, and as a warg claw came down, I realized I probably couldn't dodge it.


Welp. This sucks, maybe it can just hit my left arm. It would probably break the bone, but at least I can keep going that way.


Rolling again, trying to get out of the way, but making sure at most my left arm was crushed, I didn't have to worry about that at all. A murky porcelain covered in black streaks appeared yet again, tackling the arm, and tearing at the joint.


Vamp’s impact didn't knock the warg over, but after being staggered and slashed, enough openings were given I could regain my footing. There were still plenty of others surrounding and trying to find openings to lunge at us though.


We started off operating individually, but ended up forced back to back. Technically, if we wanted to run, we could probably still do so, but our odds weren't that bad. Or maybe they were, but under an intoxicating bloodlust, neither of us were willing to back down down. Vamp let out wailing bellows, as I blasted and insulted them in a language they couldn't understand. 


I returned the favor to Vamp as we struggled through the battle. A warg about to get him from the side, if it got a hold of him, that would be the end. We were close, but I couldn't push him aside and put him off balance. Instead slipping by him, I put my hand inside the approaching death trap. The warg’s eyes gleamed, thinking me a fool. Then they widened and its head dropped as I withdrew my hand.


Rolling out of its mouth, cracking a few teeth on the way, came a large rock the size of my head. I picked it up to test my Inventory when out with Ross and Troy near when I first arrived. Odd things like that were exactly why I never tried getting rid of my pack rat tendencies. With ingenuity, anything can be used!


The semi-disposable weaponry I could use helped as well, but we were running out of tricks. Only around 20 Uhkhjk riders remained, but that meant we only defeated 10. Leveling up only gave so much confidence; I began to try holding out for an opportunity to escape. Vamp was not tiring, but the strength he could bring our diminished as he sustained further wounds.


Long minutes passed, and I began to wonder if I should withdraw Zog to help me escape. I didn't use it in the end, but not because being seen worried me; secrecy was no use to a dead man. It was because at long last Ychk and the others decided to turn around. 


With the choice between a beaten down pair and an oncoming charge, the Uhkhjk turned to face the new threat. Honestly I was a little surprised how easily they forgot about us, and realized how stupid goblins were. Only being suppressed by 20 of you kept us from attacking you, and you turn your backs?


Well, I'll say it for Vamp then...Itadakimasu!



A/N:AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!

Already lost track of the Hs....again.

A long time ago someone said something about using trees from inventory as a method of combat. Well I did say rocks were more Alric's style. This is what that was referring to. Also rocks are better than trees. Dwarves > point-ears.
            

    
        Chapter 53: Fear Me!

    
    
    
    
                Our work done, the Khtraal riders looked on in fear as I inspected bodies to toss into my Inventory, dissecting those whose flesh was no longer suitable so Vamp could sate himself. Butcher and Beast, able to take down an overwhelming force generally considered to be the next most powerful after the chief, our nonchalance was death had them quaking in their boots.


I was also testing out my Level 5 ability, {Fear Aura}, that could have had something to do with it.


The distinction as to friendlies and hostiles piqued my interest most. In Underworld, a perk would be needed to keep it from affecting certain beings, making it directional, or a gaze attack, all those sorts of things didn't come with the basic {Fear Aura} ability. 


Since my blood started to settle after leveling up, I could feel a new power within it alongside {Negative Energy}, though perhaps saying it rested in my soul would be more accurate. {Fear Aura}, the concentration of all the ills that inevitably gathered around a Necromancer, death, murderous intent, disease, betrayals, sorrow, and of course fear, among others. Since the Necromancer was a path that dealt heavily with the soul, these sorts of primal emotions could be gathered up by mere willpower.


Fluff aside, {Fear Aura} was a collection of many emotion-themed auras with diverse effects. At the lowest level, I could only ‘gather’ fear. The ability was quite weak in its starting stages, which was reflected in the real world as well. It wasn't so much gathering emotions of the dead, but rather willing others to experience what had been seen before. Due to this, even without obtaining the perk, I could both keep the ability on at all times and only target those I chose.


My ability seemed limited to only enacting within limits of my own belief though. Wishing fear upon the late warg patrol, they only became uneasy. I wasn't really feeling a great deal of malice towards them, just exasperation. So I could feel I had more potential within, but couldn't bring any more out at the moment.


Scared off by my [Fear Aura], Vamp and I took the time to recover. We couldn't run all the way to Yhrack and back and still be in condition to fight, instead we would rest up a bit before striking at the Uhkhjk forces. Just needing time, I collected up all the corpses and weapons, tossing Vamp the flesh from the bones I cleaned. Truly vampiric, his wounds closed the more he ate. Sufficiently prepared, we headed back south.


Unlike the warg riders, Vamp and I didn't need to work back to back, despite a seemingly endless horde. There may have been more goblins than ants, as they swarmed between the trees shouting and moving forward en masse. The battle must have been producing casualties in the hundreds every moment. I'd like to think I was a good portion of that number.


Having [Fear Aura] activated, the goblins were just too weak. Even if only a few points stat reduction, on the already pathetic goblins my mere presence was enough to reduce their vitality to 0. Using a combination of <Magic Dart> and a thin sword, anything that stepped near me was quickly dispatched.


The lack of a challenge bored me, unlike the time with Ross and Troy, {Fear Aura} abilities were crowd control. With my increases to Endurance, Strength, and Intelligence, I would need to be swarmed for much longer before even starting to become a little tired. Almost asleep at the wheel, wherever I stepped, goblins would fall. Vamp seemed to be going on a leisurely stroll as well, so we played a game of catch while fighting.


Shirt removed to try and preserve what I could, my skin was accumulating a layer of blood that slowly caked onto me. Being so bored in the middle of a battle, covered in blood, wishing for someone stronger to fight, I really was a battle junky then. Though it may seem dull, I wasn't challenged by any notable figures before the Uhkhjk were routed yet again.


Peering through the dense leaves above, it seemed we somehow finished the main course before mid-afternoon. The war wasn't over yet, Khtraal planned to march on Yhrack as soon as possible. Marching through the evening, the Khtraal and Iyrkraal would strike in the night, before the enemy had a chance to recover. I would be accompanying them as well, a wildcard counter against pretty much anything. Luckily they planned ahead, so I had notice to tell Rion to feed Ria. Mostly lucky for them, as it meant I could then bring a level of strength way beyond their usual mooks to fight.


The Khtraal didn't set out right away, instead going to scavenge the weapons from the battlefield. Lacking their own method of production, looting the enemy was the best way to obtain a better weapon. For some reason the Uhkhjk army looked armed to the teeth, more than half had weapons. Now that they were felled, that power went to the Khtraal, and once enough picked up a weapon, they would all march for Yhrack. In the meantime, I would do as the Romans and similarly went about looting bodies and looting bodies.


Eventually the density of goblins milling about with their weapons hit a critical point, all of a sudden the horde began to move. Vamp and I were still diligently harvesting the dead in our own ways, but decided we should move with the swarm. The goblins were pushing themselves to an irregular jogging gait, but it was a nice and easy pace compared to wargs. Invisible fields pushed cowering goblins away from us, and we ran to the front of the pack.


It was a thunderous tide behind us. Numbering ten thousand at least, judging the size of the endless waves wasn't easily done. Trampling and crashing, even the small footfalls once multiplied thousandfold shook the trees. Looking around every so often I would catch sight of a few wargs running about. They likely belonged to higher ups like Khtraal and his direct subordinates, because it seemed the Khtraal warg riders had yet to return. Strange, but I didn't make anything of it.


I should have though, because when we reached Yhrack at nightfall, a terrible scene awaited me. Among the Uhkhjk army, at least 40 warg riders were interspersed among them.


They were totally monopolizing all the kills! These guys only gave bite sized amounts of experience already, and they were hogging huge amounts for themselves! They couldn't even level up!


As soon as I spotted Ychk and his men off in the distance, traipsing through the Uhkhjk and cutting them down like stalks of wheat, I shot off. After this conflict, there probably wouldn't be many goblins I be able to killin good conscience. So I needed to get what I could, and put my all into mowing them down. Peeling ahead of the pack, my weapon set changed to dual wielded spears. With the distance [Fear Aura] gave me among goblins, enemies getting close was even less of a problem, and without the need for great power, I swept straight towards the heart of the hive leaving a long strand of OHKOs.


They may have been small fries but there were so many! Corpses, bodies, guts and giblets showered the battlefield. Rarely did I ever return to low level zones to pummel them, but the feeling was similar.


“*Look at you! You lot are nothing! You call yourself monsters, what are you monsters for ants? This one will show you power that can truly be called monstrous!*”


Looking at the trail left behind me, I boisterously laughed, and a goblin took the chance to stab at me. Feeling unstoppable, I decided to let it, and watch the reaction as I took the sword out of my chest and returned it with extra force.


“*Reach the apex? I am far beyond the apex! I have lifted myself further than any other, and I will continue to climb! All is beneath me!*”


Shouting until my voice grew hoarse, I ended up with only guttural yells like those of the goblins. Raspy laughs continued long into the night, as the ground became soaked in blood, and not a step could be taken without a foot squelching on the casualties. After an hour the fighting cooled down some, but Khtraal had been relentless in the assault. The order was to purge all Uhkhjk from the settlement. As for Chief Uhkhjk himself, it seemed after a short conflict with Khtraal he managed to escape. Even goblins can get nemeses and recurring villains too, huh?


Taking over Yhrack only a few hours after pushing the counterattack was rather impressive though, and as I understood it meant the game was essentially over between the two Chiefs. Politics would continue their slippery influence, as a reason why Yhrack fell so quickly was due to tKlor’t’t warg riders joining up to aid in the sacking. Previously unaligned in the conflict, it looked like Manyretch would be finding his way under Khtraal’s banner.


Finding me after battle, Khtraal practically waded through the bodies to come over once he saw me. There was no objection to my frankly greedy rate of acquisition, as it was impossible for the remaining wargs and goblins to consume all the bodies that were piled about. Still, taking away over a dozen bodies per minute was a frightening pace, as the lifeless goblins endlessly tumbled into a black hole before his eyes as we conversed.


“I am glad we were able to come to a deal Alric. Your assistance provided me a great deal of aid, whatever chikan I hunt will be offered to you. After dealing with the aftermath, your payment can be delivered. I will take two days of preparation and then deliver it to you.”


“Oh my, I really didn't do that much~” With a smile, another warg vanished. “But I accept the payment. Two days is before the first payment is great, but I do have to go on a trip some time, so don't delay. Be sure to gather mountains of chikans every day~” 


“...” Khtraal furrowed his brow, looking concerned. “Did I use exaggeration incorrectly, or did you also respond in jest?” He asked slowly. I seemed to have undermined his confidence in using Derrish. 


“No, your statement just sounds like a good plan to me. Bring me all the chikans you hunt, maybe not forever, just a few weeks would be fine. At the very least I'll need two chikans per goblin I killed. Making it around...hmm, how many?”


Remembering how much experience was needed for each level, and with goblins bottoming out at giving 5 exp. along with the sense of how much experience I had, I did some rough mental calculations. Maybe a bit over halfway to Level 7, that worked out to 500 or 600 experience. Plus the amount to fill up after reaching Level 6 from the warg riders would be another 500 experience points…


Wow, I scored a lot of kills. Hah, no wonder I was able to double level!


“So I need four hundred chikans at least. We can round to five hundred, that’s a good number.”


“Hkejk! You really try taking a mile when given an inch…” Khtraal laughed and sighed. “That’s no difficult task, it will be done. As you said before, I already have ordered the Khtraal and Iyrkraal to hunt them. You will get chikans for the next few weeks; there will be plenty.”


“Do goblins not eat chikan for some reason? You eat other goblins and wargs, what makes the chikan different?” Curious, I wondered how I managed to so easily get what would end up being literal tons of chicken.


“The power of what we consume affects both our own strength and the strength of our spawn. Little animals can keep us going, but they hardly suffice. Chikans are eaten in lean times, but with this war beginning…” He looked at me putting yet more bodies into my Inventory, not having hesitated once in moving to the next goblin. Hey, I could listen and put stuff away at the same time. “Despite your enormous desire for the fallen, those remaining will still be more than enough to fill us quite well, and produce healthy spawn.”


“Hmm, so like with these corpses, I'm really doing you a favor by getting rid of them, aren't I? Well no need to worry, I won't hesitate to take any of them!”


“You are a truly odd human.” Khtraal began to turn away. “There are still matters that I need to attend to. In the future, I will make sure your village stays safe; whenever you have the time, I would be grateful to accept your aid.” Getting a little formal towards the end, Chief Khtraal departed.


Making use of my extended day/night cycle and the fact I said I would be gone for two days, from midnight to evening I continuously worked at absorbing as many of the dead as I could. Literal thousands of corpses were accumulated as I worked fast enough to keep my Stamina from regenerating. Yet even with that absurd number, there was hardly a difference in the number of goblins piled around. I definitely needed to come back before the bodies were ruined. For the moment though, it was time to head back to town.



A/N:AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!

Hickups wanted a list of goblins, so I modified my self-promotion thread to include a list of characters. That will probably end up being the manual for the novel eventually, feel free to start a discussion over there if you have any questions.
            

    
        Chapter 54: Background Info

    
    
    
    
                Two levels in one day! That sort joyous occasion wasn't likely to happen again for a long time, if ever. The quick leveling would start screeching to a halt soon enough. For some exploits there’s only a certain range of effectiveness, and the benefits of goblin slaughter were tapering off.


5 experience is the least that can be gained for killing a hostile monster, and that's for Level 0 creatures, usually only existing as a way for the real mobs of Underworld to slowly increase their power. Weak, only needing two or three exchanges to be killed at low levels, goblins in the real world were weaker still. The method of grinding used was like stepping on ants to get one exp apiece. Quick, a bit boring, and it really had to be done in huge groups to show results. With the Uhkhjk basically defeated, and siding with Khtraal, there were no more colonies to stir up.


Forest animals, like wolves and wild wargs would be a good choice, if not for the fact that all the goblin armies marching everywhere sent the ecosystem into a slight period of turmoil. Told the populations would redistribute to their normal locations now that the battles were likely over, it would take about two weeks for me to start seeing normal forest life.


Like axe boars, and reeters. You know, normal forest life for a fantasy world, stuff that can kill you. In the general sense at least, I wouldn't be killed by a stupid spider.


Even if I waited, I doubted it could reach the efficiency of green globules of experience practically throwing themselves at me. Though I hadn't seen any massive difference in power levels thus far, from the high yields gotten from the wargs, I guessed the way my Underworld body understood what ‘Level’ my opponent was related to their physical body.


You know, the thing that was vastly outstripped by even some of the lowest level creatures in Underworld of Armok. At best the creatures found in Derriad were glass cannons, if by cannons you meant some bubble wrap, and by glass you also meant bubble wrap, because you can actually cut yourself on glass.


Anyway, as happy as I was with my new levels, I mentally engraved the good times on my mind; preparing for an experience famine ahead. So keeping in mind boring times were in the future, I resisted the urge to test out {Skeleton} and headed back to the village right quick, but still several hours after nightfall.


Peeking inside, Ria slept. Well, there wasn't a whole lot else to do when your motor control is shot. It would be odd to wake her on the off chance Rion didn't feed her in the evening. Besides, one meal didn't amount to much. With simultaneous <Prestidigitation> spells, the house was whipped into shape, and I stepped back outside.


Paying attention to the temperature, it really was decreasing. It may have only been a slight difference since arriving, but only around three weeks had passed; how much change would come in the following four? That seemed like a pretty drastic rate to me.


Then it would be fall, the time to end this chapter of my life. I would revisit it in the future for sure, but it was almost time to start exploring the big world. Falling asleep to thoughts of what was to come, the colorful moons of the world passed overhead.


Late to bed, late to rise, woken as the noonday sun hits your eyes. Only late morning, the light of the day kept me from sleeping further. It was no problem, as once awake there were so many things to do. I decided to give Ria a good morning bowl of porridge, flavored with, you guessed it, <Prestidigitation>. There really was nothing the great and powerful Lord <Prestidigitation> couldn't do.


Still lacking enough motor control to eat herself, yet gaining more awareness, we went through the tedious ritual of Ria trying to feed herself every meal. Then we would move on to feeding her mana; the amount she consumed gradually increased letting her stay awake longer. Tapping her horns, I lost 3 mana, and she woke with her stifled eep!


“Doctor! Where did you go?”


“I had to check up on some stuff in the woods. And what did I say about calling me Doctor?” It was a result of my own doings, but after failing to do The Doctor routine too many times, that was what stuck with Ria. Don't call me with such an old title, you're only a little younger than me, you know?


“Okay, Alric. Since you're running out of questions, how about I eat when I'm like this from now on? I don't want you...feeding...me.” Unlike many other times, this fading speech was due to her rising embarrassment. The short periods extended ever so slightly, and with it, I actually got to know her, instead of her hazy state.


A rather prideful creature that considered herself to be well into adulthood...at the age of 18. When she first said that, I almost forgot to catch her as she went unconscious I was so busy laughing. So I wasn't that much older, but the way she tried portraying herself as an adult seemed a rather childish interpretation. I supposed she and Tagalong Girl were complimentary that way.


“If you're careful not to choke, I suppose.” I rolled my eyes, she had 30 seconds to eat a bowl of porridge. She'd probably try to down it all and swallow the spoon in the process. “Are you comfortable sleeping still?”


“Um, yeah. There haven't been any really...any really...cold…nights.” Flop.


As the periods of time got longer, I noticed that the second half of the ‘active’ time granted by one point of mana was not beneficial. It allowed for some more movement on Ria’s part, but during that time she became less cognizant, making it like a sleepwalking stage. She didn't seem bothered by it, but troublingly she couldn't remember anything during that phase. It was only 30 seconds at a time, but losing memories is a big deal; though it was more in line with a failure to form memories, which was still pretty bad.


To start the morning, I sat in the hut and took of my shirt. I wanted it to at least try and take care of what Pan gave me, so taking out a sewing kit, I stitched away. I picked up all sorts of neat skills over my life, and even if I wasn't an expert, the recent practice with my hands meant I was getting very good at anything requiring manual dexterity.


The clothes had been torn enough that I was getting a bit too used to fixing them. My hands fiddled about with the needle as I sat on my table, idly watching Ria, just thinking.


Since Ria’s family started doing their short reunions, their personalities became more apparent, both from what was said and anecdotes Rion or Pan told afterwards. Pan, the ever-mysterious leader of Salt Village had his identity revealed...fisherman by day, tailor by night! Turns out he worked odd hours because tears aren't a regular thing; I wished I had taken more effort to avoid his secret profession. As for why he was the de facto leader, he was the son of the third son of a mediocre merchant guild. His father couldn't inherit anything, but after being sent off to find his own way in life he settled in the village. Teaching what he could from his memories, Pan became moderately educated. He learned to be both cautious and to take initiative; after the fall of Salt Village, he tended to act with the first in mind. Well, for his daughter he ignored his cautiousness and hired me, then again ‘I don't feel like a mage’.


Rion, the youngest, couldn't be more different than his father. Reticent towards what he should embrace, and leaping blindly where he shouldn't tread. It wasn't the acting out of a resented child(though his mother died shortly after giving birth to him). Instead while a bit of a dim bulb at points, he was good at heart; his wildness mostly a reaction against his older brother.


Yes, Itachi—no of course that wasn't his name. It might as well have been though. Rian, from childhood a successful lad two years Ria’s younger. Despite being ‘skilled’(at what, I didn't ask), he left the family at 14 to find himself a job. No word ever came back from him. 


Rion, upset with his brother leaving then became the true King of Kids. My armchair psychology major says he formed a tight-knit group to have some people who wouldn't abandon him, the submissive Tagalong Girl becoming his number 2. Armchair psychology degrees have been getting more reputable as of late, but should still be taken with a grain of salt.


Ria was a bit more open with how she felt, as she happily interacted with her family for the first time in weeks. I gathered that since Lier died, as the eldest sibling she assumed many of the household responsibilities. A bit fearless, or perhaps just headstrong like Rion, Ria was one of the few of the village who would enter the forest to collect herbs and fruits. When Rian, the beacon of hope for the family left, her sense of duty redoubled. She felt guilty about not excelling in something like her brother, and that was the point where she started weeping and then fainted.


Mind you, it wasn't like she confessing these feelings to me; Ria was apologizing to her father and Rion for acting so recklessly.


I tried giving them privacy, but the walls were practically nonexistent; I couldn't not hear all the sobbing and wailing!


As a result, I tried being a little more aware of Ria’s pride. She worked admirably before falling ill, and clearly disliked the notion of being cared for herself. There wasn't much of a choice in the situation, but I made some concessions. It usually only dragged things out, but who was I kidding, I was just improving the chances for harvest time. There were no solid goals that would save us.


Tying off the thread, my shirt regained a bit of its dignity and slipped it back on. How were we going to slip about the country unnoticed? I doubted that merely leaving the country would let us encounter a world accepting of red-skinned girls. Finding her a disguise was of paramount importance; I figured before even getting her to move on her own. She could be fed mana, and gradually reach a point where she could operate on her own without any planning; but if caught there would be no chance to achieve anything.


Because in my head, that was the best way. As long as we could travel and explore, there would be opportunities to take. If the adventure continues, there will always be something that can be found, always something to be done. Our power trio would sally forth across the never ending continent, and Ria’s condition would be improved, and Tagalong Girl could find what she wanted to do with her life.


Holding a bundle of Negative Energy in my fist trying to further reduce the cost, I idly walked through the village while keeping it concealed. Practice and practice some more; after missing so many important events of the Khtraal revolution, and the Poran’s pathetic assault, the fact this world didn't always operate with The Narrative in mind was disappointing. 


That didn't mean I couldn't find what stories did exist in the world. I just needed more power still. Guiding Ria and Tagalong Girl, I needed to be the OP one man army standing at the ready. Adventures had an element of danger, but the real world had elements of random lethality.


I stayed in the village to help out, but my mind was elsewhere. Repeating spell shapes in the mind without casting, stealthily practicing {Negative Energy} and {Fear Aura}, delving into the spiritual connections; I needed to amass more power. 


Who knew how difficult the adventure would be, but I wouldn't be letting Ria and Tagalong Girl waltz into some Diablo ex machina [Dead End].




A/N:AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!
            

    
        Chapter 55: Who's a Cutie? You are! You are!

    
    
    
    
                What makes a good skeletal partner? He definitely had to be energetic, rattling bones from dusk until late into the day. A good little skeleton would chatter his jaw away, when speaking, even if there were no words. Light hearted and slightly mischievous; the best boney brother would be reliable, even if he didn't have the strength to back it up.


Saturday morning, and the forest was still as usual, with only a few bird calls and the soft chirrup of insects. Long periods of silence would form between them, and during one I knelt by the side of a goblin body. Deeply concentrating, I hadn't even begun casting the spell. Since Hans and the rest seemed to have personalities influenced by their names, or perhaps the other way around, in either case, I wanted to prime my mental state.


Skeletons held another one of those spots in my heart right next to reptiles; an arbitrary adoration. There was no reason other than the fact that those piles of bones simply look adorable to me. Early digital history was also a time when the undead were popular, with people becoming engaged to them and having friendly encounters with the deceased. I also looked through the Fantasy Resurgence era, and the others that followed, but it was undead that really stuck with me. 


What sort of person could hate a skeleton playing its ribs like a xylophone? That's right, only terrible people. Villainous or heroic, skeletons should be appreciated by all the people in every world.


I wanted my first skeleton to be special, but in Underworld there were limits to a minion’s advancement according to its basic components. Zombies were most limited, and ghosts were the least, with skeletons occupying the middle ground; they could both be enhanced by getting more materials, but were also receptive to being enchanted and otherwise magically enhanced. The skeleton’s advancement might not be infinite in Underworld of Armok, but the world was a strange one. If I put in enough effort, I felt I could really make a superior skeleton.


Not wanting to go with a default goblin skeletal system, I mixed pieces from different bodies. I didn't think I could create bone amalgams at the moment, so instead the best of each bone was picked out. Like their surface appearance, even a goblin’s bones suffered from mild deformities, however there were thousands to choose from.


In hunting for specifics, Inventory seemed able to slightly narrow down my search, but not to exactly what I wanted if I couldn't clearly envision it. From thousands, only a few hundred of the right bones were shown, along with whole bodies that might contain it. It took a while to sift through the images even just mentally, but it shortened the time required per bone by an order of magnitude.


A perfect goblin skeleton was displayed across the ground. Not one flaw on any of the bones, each one dazzlingly white, looking sturdier than what a goblin should have possessed. Finding a properly attractive skull had been the most difficult part, the oblong shape of the usual goblin head made it difficult to find something to fit my aesthetic, but it had been done.


After experimenting, it seemed that if desired, Negative Energy could switch between two aspects; Death and decay. Wanting to reinforce the bones before the skeleton was even created, the {Negative Energy} enhancement skill didn't work, so I tried to do it with raw Negative energy. The results were mixed, some bones turning to ash, others becoming more sturdy, but the majority were a mix; fragmenting into splinters or chunks that were resilient as the rest broke apart. Further investigation revealed that Negative Energy could be refined into two components, Death, an energy that made dead things ‘more’, and Decay, the destruction and return to nothingness.


They could be slightly influenced, yet I couldn't wait to reach perfection in this new skill before creating any more undead. I could create an imbalance in my usage of Negative Energy to be six parts death and four parts decay, but doing so ‘left’ bits of decay within me. The only adverse effect I noticed was it was more difficult to further draw out only death energy.


Quickly coming upon an idea, I focused using decay on some stones with the most purity I could draw out. Keeping the amount of decay used higher than death grew more difficult almost exponentially, and when I hit my limit, I would switch gears and enhance a bone. Now using about 70% death attribute, if such a long process gave marginal gains then the road to the pinnacle of necromancy would be an incredibly long one indeed. This process was repeated a few hundred times, several times over for each bone so the very best one could be used. With all that practice, my Negative Energy efficiency improved, but the ability to separate death and decay did not change in the slightest.


Now all that was left for me to do was come up with a name. Jack? Skullivan? Fiza? Brook? Bonesy? My little skeleton needed a good name, like Hans did. It needed to have some levity to it, but if he was going to be his own skeleton, he shouldn't be named after another.


I had a bit of an idea, but before bringing him to life, I circulated Negative Energy through me. It’s a strange sensation, because there wasn't actually any Negative Energy passing through, yet chills passed across my skin. The replication of the feeling that occurred before the shadowy wisps manifested, I didn't know if it would have any benefit, but seemed like it should.


Getting in tune with the Negative Energy, I placed my hands on the clavicle. The spell shape formed, looking much like the one for {Zombie}. However, there were far more circles with lines, scattered about in a seemingly random pattern. Paying no attention to the differences this time, I worked on putting my all into correctly filling the spell shape.


Imagine you like to bake, and decorate cakes or pastries. Using one of those icing tubes, you squeeze out the topping in fancy patterns. Filling up a spell shape could be like that, except instead of one of the icing tubes, you had a shovel to work with. With practice, control over it had reached the point where it may have been more analogous to using a trowel. Either way, there were infinitely regressing fractal patterns that even much finer tools would not be able to complete with perfection.


If patient though, despite my trowel levels of control, going over and over the spell shape again and again could provide steady and constant refinements. I couldn't go on forever, as with each pass of modifications another portion of mana was consumed. With the support of my levels I had a greatly increased capacity since arrival, but that only meant I could begin undertaken the mana intense procedures. With unparalleled focus, the spell shape was forged. 


Mana about to be extinguished, I released the spell, unsure of what would happen in the case of failure. Letting out a sigh of mental fatigue, the spiritual connections in my mind were beginning to shake as a new link formed. Even the Barnacle shifted, but as usual was unable to be affected by my soul searching, and soon stopped moving in any case.


A nylon cord around three feet appeared on my soul. Tougher than Zog’s, it seemed my efforts were not totally in vain; though the purpose of the cord’s strength didn't seem to affect communication, function indiscernible. On the ground, the bones began to shake a little and a starry light appeared in the eye sockets.


Laying on the ground, he lifted all four limbs to the sky, as if stretching. Cricking his neck side to side, in one move he hopped to his feet. A smile was plastered across his skull and he looked around.


“Clavi!” Rejoicing at my success, I opened my arms and scooped him up. “*Let me see your limbs.*” Struggling in a manner that didn't impede me, I went straight to examining his joints. In some cases there was contact, but not always. Tugging at his limbs, they could shift away by about a pinky’s width, before an alarming sensation came through the spiritual connection.


Clacking his jaw, Clavi looked a bit irritated, but couldn't do anything other than glare. Such a funny little fellow, though he definitely possessed an shockingly high intellect for being undead. That was good, even if it did make me curious. Tapping his wrist impatiently with a clackity-clack, I continued to hold him up and examine him.


A full set of goblin bones aren't that heavy, so I was lifting and turning my skeleton in the air and above my head, giving a thorough examination. Clavi acted very human, letting his arms and legs go limp when held horizontally. At first he seemed to have a sense of touch, but after setting up a test, it seemed like that was an illusion from incorporating my knowledge.


That was a bit worrying, if I could be deceived, that could cause real feedback from my minions, making it seem more ‘real’. I needed to be extra aware around any illusionists in the world.


Hahaha, well I didn't care at all about that sort of thing in the moment. Instead, I was familiarizing myself with Clavi’s emergent quirks. Giving him a sword, we sparred some. My familiarity and size more than trumped his quick and agile frame; it was just a light workout to see what skill could be displayed.


But as we fought, Clavi got better. I repeated certain strikes and over time, Clavi got faster at reacting to them. Starting to display abilities, my attacks doubled in speed and ferocity, taking it from a light spar to a competition. An undead managing to learn...through the soul I could spot a small and continuous improvement within him. There were no physical changes, but Clavi was definitely absorbing the moves he practiced.


That was all though, and he quickly plateaued in ability. I was a little grateful since Stamina was starting to become necessary to keep up. His combat might would possibly reach that of six goblins, so still a bit low since that already included his ability to tank hits. However for a goblin skeleton, the results were beyond anticipation.


As a goblin skeleton, he should have had a little more power than one goblin, though that small increase might make him a match for two. Clavi instead acted more along the lines of a Level 2 monster, if one lacking in abilities. His learning as well, although of limited capacity meant for what should have amounted to a Level 0 or 1, would be able to travel with me until around Level 20, perhaps more if I imbued him with Soul Power.


I did have a lot of that from the battle, didn't I? So I beckoned Clavi over from picking up the hand spiders carrying them around. Getting ready to enhance him with Soul Power, the process began by putting a layer of Negative Energy down. From that, the points where Soul Power could best be applied were revealed; and for Clavi it would cost several times more than Zog’s initial upgrade.


Deciding to go for it, I packed Soul Power onto Clavi’s soul. Kneading it in, over half of what I had, three times what was used on Zog, congealed. Seeping into Clavi, his body strengthened marginally, but not to a negligible degree. The souls connected to me were not clearly delineated as mine was; instead they were more organic and required even more guesswork than interpreting my own status did. 


I suspected that only I would possess my arbitrary body with numeric figures. My minnies would have to follow the rules of the world properly. Still, if I had to guess, the Soul Power given would be enough to take Clavi to a Level 2 player. The power hadn't totally settled, and shifted about for the following few minutes. During that time my little skeleton acted woozy if not given instructions otherwise.


Letting him stagger about, I eventually decided to scoop him up and dump him into Inventory. There were still a few hours left before dusk, but I didn't want to totally disappear every time I went to the forest. Besides, I needed to show my face around because I would be gone Sunday to collect my first installment of chikans.



A/N:AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!

Are the tags accurate? Should there be more?
Also, go develop my TV Tropes!

Also, I still was not lying about the forum game. I've just been in a bit of a writing slump, so that's been my primary focus.


I meant to make a poll, but my phone denied me. Stupid phone.
            

    
        Chapter 56:Pay Up

    
    
    
    
                The next day, Clavi jogged alongside me to Oirk. Wanting to test his speed, he capped out pretty quickly at a bit under 10 mph. That was still enough to drain my Stamina, but luckily we had to slow down a little further. His slick bony feet didn't garner much traction, and would trip up when sprinting.


Running while practicing the <•Magic Dart•> variation, after around an hour I put Clavi away. Vamp warned against letting others see the undead, and he probably knew best about the matter. Maybe. Vamp wasn't actually undead, maybe he was like an albino lamprey or something. Well, even if he was a true vampire it didn't change the fact that the undead probably wouldn't be looked favorably upon, despite my rising status among the goblins.


The population density grew higher as I approached the dome, and a path was cleared, my presence making waves. I wondered how the goblins were recognizing me, different clans were a little easier to tell apart, but other than the very unique Iyrkraal it was difficult to differentiate individuals. My features weren't all that unique…


Hmm. I realized I yet again forgot about that reeter sap on my cheeks. It just wasn't something of note in most of my actions, cosmetic changes slipped the mind quite easily. At least it protected me from being attacked in the current situation.


As I reached the center, enough notice had been stirred up that Ychk came out to greet me among the masses. He slouched, in a human manner, not the omnipresent goblin hunch, looking like the past few days drained the life out of him.


“Greetings Ychk, I come for the chikan.”


“Yes. It is prepared. Follow me to the chikan.” Speaking without accent and in technically correct, albeit brief snippets, Ychk did not seem keen on conversing. I didn't know enough about him to figure out was wrong, so we went to the chikan stores in silence. A pity, as I was unable to adequately show my speechlessness as a result.


A chikan is ever so slightly larger than a chicken, around the size of a kickball. Instead of a bloated look, they were rather muscular, and while not very dangerous, it wasn’t exactly easy to catch them in the wild. Nevertheless, back on the outskirts of Oirk a mountain of chikans had been piled up. The word literally only barely does not qualify to be used; the Khtraal produced a mound about two meters in height and with a shallow angle of repose. How many chikans is that, over a thousand?


“That’s...certainly a lot. Hahaha~” A bit stunned at first, it was an unexpected windfall. With the ability to infinitely store and preserve them, I managed to acquire a good Quest Reward. There wouldn’t be any worries about starving to death; and <Prestidigitation> could take care of the flavor. “Excellent! This is really good, give Khtraal my thanks. When should I come back for the next batch?”


Without ceremony, I already had begun tossing chikans into my inventory even as I asked for more. When given an opportunity, take it! There’s no such thing as too much, and chikans swiftly vanished into Inventory, with the help of <Mage Hand>. To the side, Ychk’s eyes widened and his jaw dropped. I was a bit busy furiously packing away my food, so until he spoke I didn’t say anything in response.


“Is that enough chikan?” A goblin voice surfaced, cracking slightly.


“Hohoho~, Khtraal said he would collect chikan for two more weeks. My eyes are not so much larger than my stomach that this one payment is more than I need.” Smiling, I continued to slurp up the chikans. There were quite a number and needed to be dealt with quickly; Khtraal had probably put off the chikan hunting until yesterday, but about one in a hundred seemed to be on the verge of going bad. “How long do chikan stay fresh? There don’t seem to be any flies or other insects around.”


“It is kroi…” Ychk responded slowly, as if confused. “Ah. Humans do not smell. Burn kroi, so bugs do not come.” Gesturing around, ashes lightly speckled the forest floor. Hard to distinguish against the ground, they’d gone unnoticed. Quite a useful plant, I wondered if I could get a hold of any.


“What does this kroi look like? It seems to be quite a helpful thing.”


“I will show you. Just do not ask for it.”


“Yes-yes, our deal was for the chikan not the kroi.”


After a few minutes and a few thousand chikans, the last one was greedily absorbed by Inventory. Ychk took showed me to a bramble building that stored the kroi, a familiar looking leaf with an orangey tint to its veins. Thinking back, the kroi leaf had probably been grown in the farm plots along the side of the road near Glaucen. Since it had the properties of an insect repellant, it could be used to help keep foods edible longer. The goblin store of the leaf wouldn’t match their population, but then again they did seem to be more the type to eat their kills fresh.


I didn’t bumble about with the logistics of feeding hundreds of thousands of goblins and swiftly left Oirk. There were still things to do in the area.


Heading deeper into the forest, it was time to do more scavenging. A battlefield of such magnitude could not disappear in such a short span of time, but it was clear that swathes of goblins had already torn through. Weapons, and even some of the rags, had been removed from the dead, and perhaps only one in ten of the bodies had no sign of becoming someone’s dinner. Unlike the pile of chikans, this place definitely has the drone of insects; several bodies completely covered by the shiny black carapaces of untold beetles.


Luckily, the insects didn’t seem to have proliferated through the graveyard, only appearing in a few patches on the excessively savaged bodies and open entrails. That didn’t mean they weren’t a ticking time bomb, no doubt their population would explode in the near future and sweep over the forest of flesh devouring all in their wake. I didn’t have any faith that they would just leave piles of clean bones to pick up from behind, so I set to work.


Other than the carrion critters, there were no mammals in the area (however I did spot a few cute lizards). It seemed that despite their slight presence, after the insects came, the area was abandoned. Endless creaking and chittering from the swarms that sounded like the spawn of an eldritch abomination probably put off most of the wildlife. Yet combined with the earth still steeped in sticky blood and surrounded by dead so mangled you couldn’t tell where one ended and the next began, I just felt nostalgic for Underworld. There just weren’t many places in the real world with a strong presence like that place did.


Whatever reason it truly was, the area lacked sentient occupation. As a result, I freely used my necromancy. Like with swordplay, Clavi could learn a limited amount of butchering and dismantling, but anything too complicated would have him leaving nicks on the bone. Zog dragged over the larger corpses, and the hand spiders had an easier time than usual; goblins weren’t the most relaxed eaters, and left a lot of chunks easy for Hans und Freunds to haul. Between all of us, we were working quickly, yet the scale of the battlefield was too big.


I wasn’t dreaming of cleaning up the forest, but this was a bonus level where the coins are liberally scattered about. After a certain amount of time they would disappear, and while it wouldn’t be a loss, you certainly want as many as possible. Speedily stripping bones, I still only placed something in my Inventory every few second, and whole bodies were few, though Zog was doing his best to collect them.


Slightly slowing my paring of useless flesh, I recalled the excess death imbued bones from my Inventory. Making multiples to choose the very best for Clavis, I had enough for three more full skeletons and a few extras. Extras, but only from making the very best skeleton possible with my ability, the pieces were still incredibly high quality. Concentrating for a short while, I decided that I would go for quality, and try and use all my mana to bring them to life.


If you play Underworld and are familiar with Necromancers, you realize that this isn’t something present in game. Unless it drained your mana permanently, a Beacon necromancer could create huge amounts of insanely strong undead. Using excessive mana to empower my creations was a trait of the world; it was a combination of directly making the mana in the spell shape ‘more dense’, as well as it being used to merge more Negative Energy into the spell shape. A larger labor force was required to swallow the resources, but mana regenerated and I wanted my minnies to be a cut above the rest. It took 45 minutes between creating each new skeleton, but that was time well spent.


It wasn’t a haphazard or slipshod job, a lot of effort went into each one; but compared to the dedication and excitement I had for Clavi, it didn’t really match. Haldi, Ru Xi, and Ter; three good skeletons, but not quite as good as their silly senior student. Well, Ter’s bone structure probably wasn’t female, but she also wasn’t a goblin. Close enough, no one here would get it anyway. Not quite as fast or strong, and not learning as quickly or adept with their hands, they weren’t bad at all. No no no, the three were still excellent compared to normal students, or rather skeletons. With their addition to the team, things went by faster.


Faster wasn’t fast enough! Imbuing bones with death energy needed to be done piece by piece, consuming large amounts of both mana and time. It took the whole day making those sets of bones while making Clavi, and I only ended up with four. Manual labor need not reach the heavens, but I also did not wish to use materials that could be used for top quality minnies on drones. Even low quality mats could reach a higher realm with effort, I just needed time.


I spent an embarrassing amount of time deliberating on whether or not to create an abundance of weaker minions. Mana slowly refilling, like an hourglass in reverse, pressured me to make a decision so I could use my mana in the most optimal fashion without a bit being wasted. Almost completely refilled I let out a sigh. With a clatter bones fell from my Inventory, and several skeletons sprung up.


If I were to create an undead horde, so long as each one brought back one body of equal quality they would have already paid off their production cost. The longer they were around the more profit I could make, and if the number of usable bodies on the battlefield were slowly decreasing, it was better to just quickly summon more. There were still plenty to replace what I used on them.


Setting to work, about every 20 minutes another skeleton would rise up. After collecting their first body, every fifth one would be tasked with helping Clavi and the other three elite skeletons clean off bones. Bodies went through an assembly line, eventually making it so <Prestidigitation> was only occasionally needed. Other than momentary stops to raise a new skeleton, bones haphazardly flew into Inventory fistfuls at a time.


At the moment, I was intensely focused on optimizing the situation at hand. Skeletons could act on slightly more complex orders than the hand spiders, but I still had to fine tune them occasionally. My soul formed more and more minor attachments to the skeletons, and while controlling them put a bit of a strain on me, curiously when looking at the soul, each one was totally unique. That at the very least made it easy when remembering what skeleton was supposed to do what; they were names without names.


Only when I started feeling it was getting late did I reevaluate my surroundings. Though covered in blood and muscle tissue, I couldn’t see any whole bodies or bones. It may have been a thick forest, but the visibility wasn’t all that bad, especially since the charging goblin hordes trampled all the shrubs. Over two dozen skeletons started to idle about in my vicinity, a small throng of the undead.


Where was I going to put all these guys?
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        Chapter 57: More minions, I say! More minions!

    
    
    
    
                My pack rat nature was really catching up to me, since they couldn't be stacked, there was no way I would be able to fit everything in my Inventory. Not to mention that they were made up of parts possessed in vast quantities. Alongside less than stellar capabilities, they didn't warrant replacing the bric-a-brac saved for Macgyvering. I didn’t want them to go to waste though, even if they were easily replaced, if I kept them, then I would basically have both them and their replacements. Why would I want two dozen inefficient minions when I could have four dozen?


Deciding to hide them away, for the moment I would leave them in the battlefield to hide amongst the bodies. With clean bones, they stood out a little, but a rolling around in the bodies and hiding among some chunks of flesh made them slightly less noticeable. They were still complete skeletons, but no passing observer, especially one of goblin intelligence would take notice of them. Giving them orders to run north if attacked individually, and if more than three were found all of them would flee. They would then stop when no longer pursued, and flee again if attacked again. I could always recall them at any distance, and it should dissuade attackers enough. I wanted them to stop after a while, because if they ran constantly night and day, it would take that amount of time to return.


I left the 23 fodder skeletons there, the freshmen elites coming along in Inventory since some effort had actually gone into refining them. The sun wasn’t quite at the horizon, but it would certainly be getting close to dark by the time I actually got to the village. Saying goodbye to the spoiling spoils of war, I returned home. Naturally practicing on the way, this time practicing my {Negative Energy} enhancements on Hans. Since placing him into Inventory cycled some mana back to me, it could be done in much longer stints.


Setting the slightly glowing Hans into my Inventory, I felt at my spiritual connections again. This was the farthest I’d gotten from my minnies, and I was curious how the connection held up. Periodically checking through the journey, the rate of reduction in contact between souls also diminished with distance. Checking on their status was more difficult than it already was, but other than that there didn’t seem to be any lag time in getting information. It was superluminal communication, except one end didn’t receive or transmit. Also, the distance used was a bit small for testing if there was a delay smaller than the speed of light.


Having made good time, there was still an hour before night started, so I wandered around a bit. Not much went on, but I spotted Rion and the children mucking about in the stream. While the rest of them were playing about, Rion seemed to be earnestly trying to catch some fish. Tagalong Girl stood by him, but on one of the rocks, not in the river itself. Not bothering them; I went around helping people with various chores for the rest of the evening.


The next morning also proceeded as usual, and to my amusement as Ria tried feeding herself, she fell unconscious into the bowl of porridge. I didn’t laugh; at least not to her face. <Prestidigitation> cleaned things right up, and I made time to feed her during the elusive ‘lunch’. With only 21 hours, lunch wasn’t a very big thing in Derriad; though sometimes a small food break was taken in the middle of the day, it wasn’t its own meal.


In the remaining hours, I proceeded to stealthily grind my skills among the villagers. I figured openly turning trash to ashes would be acceptable, but walking around with bones all the time probably wasn’t. Keeping to knucklebones and occasionally getting in a jawbone or rib when no one was around, if my original robes hadn’t been torn to shreds, the loose sleeves would have been great spots to stealthily imbue the bones. After dinner, I tried catching up on the other parts that were missed. Having slept the night before, I decided to pull an all-nighter imbuing and creating more high quality minions. Eking out two more, with plenty of imbued digits to spare, only a few of the larger bones like the cranium and pelvis remained to be processed before the next. Larger bones required more Negative Energy and thus mana to enhance to the same degree, so I just had to wait a little longer; I could finish it up on the road.


Feeding Ria, I set out to collect the chikans again. As my mana replenished, I finished up another skeletal goblin elite, but quickly packed it away. Psh! Psh! Went the <*Magic Darts*>; practicing as I traveled, I realized that I was starting to form a bit of a trail. In sniping random bits of tree, when paying a bit of attention one could see the stretches where I unleashed wanton destruction on the flora. Meh, the forest was bigger than several countries, it could take a few <Magic Darts> infused with the energies of death and decay.


The chikans provided to me Tuesday were slightly lesser in amount than Sunday. Ychk admitted that he and Khtraal planned to overwhelm me with the first delivery so they could shirk the rest of the payment. Upon seeing how I could ‘eat’ chikans in such magnitude, they gave up on that plot and just handed over what would be a ‘normal’ amount. Ychk alleged the reason they didn’t want to go through with their end of the deal was a minor one; mobilizing hundreds of thousands of goblins to return with chikans and put them in one spot was logistically challenging. As I found it amusing, I brushed it off and let them deliver more halfheartedly. A whole goblin nest mobilizing to get me rations was slightly overboard.


Again after receiving chikans, I headed north once more, feeling the spiritual connections with the skeletal laborers grow clear again. Only one day passed, and they were unharmed as expected. That one day did show that another threat was growing.


Black and brown clouds were beginning to form, numbers increasing to the point that something was always in the air moving. The insects’ spheres of dominion only reached two or three meters, but they were becoming more prevalent. On some of their oldest work, it could be seen that even bones suffered under their voracious mandibles. I assumed they had mandibles, I hadn’t actually gone and caught one for a proper inspection.


Those gluttonous buggers, eating my stuff! Rallying the troops, I summoned up more pitiful laborers to work faster. A race against the buggers, I commanded my fleet using superluminal communication(maybe)! For the sake of humanity!


Without much space for extra thought, with a sudden influx of spiritual connections, I started feeling lightheaded. The reason I didn’t worry is because that’s an analogy, maybe vertigo is a better word? However it’s worded, as more minions were created it became more overwhelming to command them all. Especially considering that my horde numbered over 60, including the non-laborers. It may have had to do with the level of micromanagement; as to maximize efficiencies I was constantly in the process of tweaking their routines. At the same time I had to devote enough attention to my body to shovel in bones at its maximum rate.


Creating 29 more skeletal laborers that day, my head felt like it was splitting by the end of it. At the beginning of the day I had expected to create more, but the mental burden of commanding so many at once hindered mana regeneration. Still, the area swept clean of bodies was at least 100 meters in radius, which was the range most burned into my mind from commanding them. We did have to shift around a bit, as my control was at its peak if I could see the minny, and I needed all the help I could get maximizing all their potentials.


Massaging my temples, my brain cooled down from its overload. The skeletal laborers were milling about. In their hasty production, it seemed they lacked the personality of the hand spiders or Clavi, but they still acted a bit more sentient than most people ascribed undead to be. Not doing anything major, they just rocked back and forth on their heels, tapped their claws, sat on the ground drawing random lines in the dirt; all of them felt like they were undertaking very generic idling activities.


In this state the mental burden had been reduced all the way back to zero. Drawing seemed like it would be taxing, but happened without a thought from me. The ones drawing just made lame stick figure cartoons, so it wasn’t all that impressive. Before leaving, I tried making them do a few more things to see how much concentration it ate up on my end. Apparently ‘programming’ the undead, like I had with Zog and the hand spiders wouldn’t drain me at all. It was only my constant ‘change how you’re tearing the corpse apart’, ‘hand that off to that guy’, ‘go over that way instead’ and so on that wore me down. Of course it’s not like I would give up micromanagement, the simple skeletons couldn’t reach their maximum potential only using basic instructions. I could deal with a temporary headache anyhow, after stopping my commands it vanished like the pain of a mildly stubbed toe.


Now with 52 skeletal laborers, and a battlefield with a grand reduction in corpses, I shifted the horde along the casualty line, and found a new spot to hide them. It was a bit laborious to communicate with them all at the same time, so I did so in groups of four. Since I already knew what I wanted them to do, I could communicate the orders nigh-instantaneously. That nigh, multiplied 13 times plus a tiny bit of brain-lag time built up. Not even a minute, but if I were to command armies of the dead, then the batch size needed to be increased. Another thing to practice.


A lot of joint cracking was done before setting off, the grinding session of dismantling bodies lasted 8 hours on its own. Sure if I pushed myself I could have gone longer, but there was also the village to think about.


Running in and out of the forest, all the training of {Negative Energy}, dealing with goblins, it ate up a lot of time and not a whole lot else was going on. However there were fewer and fewer days left until the paladins started to sweep across the countryside. My actions may have been repetitive, but they packed the day full, and were as optimal as the situation allowed. There were only intimations of a plan formed, I still didn’t know enough about the paladins.


The paladins, though I have not oft mentioned them in my recounting, were a looming threat to the me of that time. I may have placed a higher threat value on them than warranted, but I did not have the full picture, nor could they be taken lightly even if I did. Let alone individual strength, were the theocratic state to get wind of resistance...well I had no delusions as to how that would end.


So the following thought process would be to hide out and weather the storm. The church’s minions would only come by for three or four days; even including the paladins that were merely passing by only raised the duration to two or three weeks. That was fairly doable, especially for me. But the wheel of time continues to turn and come yet again.


Plopping out of the sky, I waltzed right into another world. Even if it had been Pan’s judgement, based on a shadow of a hope, a stranger knowing not a word of Derrish had become part of Salt Village. Migration may be infrequent, but Ria was still rather young, in the coming decades the village could easily gain a few inhabitants from the city that may not be sympathetic to her plight. 


Without a real solution to the problem, every year she would need to be hidden away. At the rate she was improving it would take a year before she could act for an hour, and that time couldn’t be spent seeing anyone new. I could spend an exorbitant amount of time in reclusive training while getting to the point she could reasonably act on her own, but that didn’t seem like a [Good End] to me. Several decades and still a recluse at the end wasn’t much of a fix.


So with the danger of the Church in Derriad, I found it best to just throw the dice. At the very least I had accumulated enough power to run us away. But for the unreasonable dangers I continued to work. The world was bigger than I realized, and the odds of stumbling onto a solution were essentially zero. 


To hell with mathematicians! I don’t give a damn how many zeroes there are, it’s not nothing I tell you!
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        Chapter 58: I am a lumberjack and I'm okay

    
    
    
    
                I’m not a fitful sleeper, no matter what ill winds blow my way. The actual wind on the other hand woke me in the middle of the night, a winter wolf gnawing at my ears. No status effects came with it, but it was not pleasant being woken up. Staring into the night sky, the large, white moon shifted in its path. Where it used to cross west to east through the center of the night, over the weeks it began to drift towards the northern horizon. Bone chilling cold is not a sensation I am averse to, but I am very much a warm sleeper. Grumbling at the weather, I headed inside the hut.


I can’t believe I made it through all those weeks without once sleeping in that shack until then. Actually it is very easy to believe, not only having lived it, but considering how uncomfortable the cot felt as well. It was a slab of wood with straw available for cushioning. I had just been sleeping in the grass, but there’s a difference between nature and man-made objects. Manmade objects are built for a purpose, they should vastly surpass their natural counterparts! There’s no one to complain to if the grass isn’t soft, but I can blame someone for making an uncomfortable bed! Doubly so since the turf outside felt rather downy.


Well they were just complaints for the sake of complaining. I fell asleep after tiring myself with insulting the bed.


Murmuring in the morning, still grumpy about being woken up from pleasant slumbers, it was getting cold enough to keep the fire in the shack going constantly. A stone pit in the center of the room, at first I’d been wary of the house burning down; the fact that the beds were covered in straw did not help. I made a few changes during my stay, but essentially the structure of it didn’t change. After my weeks of observation I realized that the chance of a fire breaking out were slimmer than they seemed. That being the case, I made sure I fire, or at least a substantial amount of embers remained at night. Now that the chill of fall seemed to encroach upon the hut, it was time to keep the fire burning.


To keep the heat going, there needed to be fuel, and for more fuel, it seemed like it was time to head out with Ross and Troy again. We headed out together one or two times after the Poran left, it seemed like it was about time again. Personally I didn’t need any more firewood, several logs that split after being felled made their way into my inventory, and I also possessed large amounts of branches. Goblin bones were apparently flammable as well, but I wasn’t going to use those.


The real reason I wanted to set out was because I only had a few weeks left in Salt Village. Haa~, those grandiose dreams of making money for the village to revive it, the world has denied my application for a city-building plot. Dreams of jingshi were only that. I did try making containers of my own for concocting, but nothing in the area was resistant enough to the potions. A marginal amount of materials were lost seeping into some self made pottery. The primitive glazes I barely recalled either were done incorrectly, or just didn’t work for alchemy, probably the former. So like a Gaibara’s Jar, the only thing for the dream to do was shatter.


Though unable to solve all the village’s problems, I could at least make the effort to help ease the coming winter. There weren’t a great deal of long-term benefits I could set up in such a short period of time, so I just had to do what I could. Spotting the brothers, I headed over to join them.


“Ah, Twig! You’re finally free! I can’t believe you’ve been making us haul this stuff by hand again.” Troy called excitedly.


“Oi, can you even be called a lumberjack if you let a twig carry the trees?”


As usual the three of us bantered on our way through the forest. Their chosen path slowly changed as they went out so as to discover new trees. Coming to a younger tree, Ross and Troy stopped. Ross presented me with a simple timber axe, an extra I hadn’t noticed.


“Hey you guys, it’s really too much at this point.” I took the axe in hand anyway. The haft was solid, and the head firmly attached, even if it wasn’t a work of art. “How’d you even get this? We’re days away from the city…”


“Don’t worry so much Twig! You’re not the only one who can do things around here you know.”


“You have helped the village out, probably more than you think.” Ross followed up his brother. I dare say I must have helped out more than I thought, this is getting ridiculous. “It’s not a big place, all the little things add up. For example, all times you’ve come with us before have already gotten us plenty of firewood for the winter. You’re the only one who thinks we need more; but if we keep coming out here, at this rate, everyone would have a new house in the next few years.”


“Er,” Scratching my head, I decided to readjust my ponytail. “You guys know I can’t stay that long here.” I told them before when we headed out to the forest. I was fairly sure I’d actually told them multiple times. 


“Do you really have to leave soon?”


“Much closer than before. There isn’t really a way around it though.” Troy frowned at my response, but not angrily. Ross looked a thoughtful for a while before breaking the momentary silence.


“Hmm, is it something to do with Ria’s illness?” He finally asked, surprising me a little. Calling them meatheads was a bit of an exaggeration, but Pan kept the exact situation of his daughter mysterious. Apparently by his word, the villagers avoided the hut where she stayed. That was enough for them to realize that whatever she’d come down with wasn’t ordinary, but then again they still lacked any specifics. So managing to guess on the nose without much information was either wildly impressive, or a wild guess. For some reason it didn’t seem like the second though.


“How do you figure that?”


“Hah, I’m right aren’t I?” Ross started beaming, and instantly Troy looked mollified again, clapping me on the back.


“Ah, I knew you were a good man Twig! Sorry I ever doubted you!”


“Hey, what? I didn’t say anything, why’re you all celebrating now?” I really didn’t get it, one moment they’re sad that I was leaving, but the next they were happy. Tell me, what’s Ria change about the situation, huh? The two were rather altruistic towards the other villagers, but it seemed a little much.


“I should have known,” Ross shook his head, disappointed he hadn’t realized it sooner. “You made a promise with Pan didn’t you? Your wizardry isn’t something that we understand, but the village couldn’t stop you for something like that, so we’d just have to let it be. But you’re just heading off to keep up your end of the deal. That makes a world of difference.”


It really shouldn’t, I planned on leaving eventually anyhow. This was just a chance to get out of here; the village was nice and all, but I didn’t want to stay forever. Though I kept my promise in mind, it’s not like that’s the only reason I was leaving, you’re giving me too much credit.


“Yes, well, that is a part of it.” I admitted. “You and the rest of the village are giving me a few too many things though, keep it for yourselves; I’ll be fine without it.” Limply offering the axe back to them, the refusal was clear.


“What did I say, Alric? You’ve helped us out more than you realize. The past month has been the most prosperous in a long time, and the future looks brighter. If it makes you feel any better, this was just a spare we had, and we can make do without it, especially with all the wood we’ve gathered recently.”


“Alright, alright.” Knowing they wouldn’t cave, I decided to accept their gift. We proceeded with a little makeshift ritual, Troy giving a longwinded and pointless speech about cutting the right trees, and saplings growing and other such nonsense. It was a bit hard to follow as he kept laughing at double entendres. It seems crude humor is not bounded by the barrier between worlds; where there is life, there are jokes about getting wood. It was dumb, but amusing.


Then, it was my turn to chop down the tree with my axe. Cheering at first for a few minutes, Ross and Troy quickly enacted their plan to descend into sarcastic cheers, and wondering aloud what was taking me so long. The tree was rather thin, but it still took 45 minutes to cut down. Meaning the lumberjacks were idly standing by for 35 minutes rolling their eyes and insulting my physique. Apparently underestimating how boring just calling out to me was, they started a flexing match between the two of them; making it my turn to roll my eyes.


Crashing to the ground, they cheered, insisting I had to choose one of them to christen my axe with a name. Knowing what was coming, I didn’t pick either of them, so they came to a consensus together; of course they already thought of something beforehand. Reciting the lines they gave me, I went along with it.


“By the forest and by the trees, I am a man! Nothing will keep me from what I want, and that is wood! With my…” Letting out a deep breath, I looked over to the brothers to supply the name.


“Longshaft!” They called together in an uproar. I couldn’t help but sigh again.


“...With my Longshaft in hand, I know happiness! Seriously, you guys? You think it’s that funny? Why don’t you take out your handaxes and actually get to work?”


Laughing like middle schoolers for a while more, eventually they composed themselves. With a new resurgence of Strength and Stamina, larger timber could be lifted into my Inventory. Less time spent cutting logs into board lengths, and my own faster timbering speed meant even more lumber was acquired.


We spent a lot more time than I thought beneficial on timber trees, that is, the ones not meant for firewood. Of course they could be burnt, but they didn’t do so as easily. Oddly enough, the same species of tree could be classified both ways; older trees usually being less suited to burning, but it wasn’t always the case. I had some difficulty telling them apart, but a tree fit for firewood could have bits of bark peeled off more easily. Lumberjacking was a true art, requiring knowledge as deep as the sea.


Spending the day in the forest, we acquired twenty good trees, not including my own ‘personal tree’ from the ritual. Those two were in a good mood, continuously making things up, like how I was supposed to graft my tree onto a stump hear my home, chopping it down to take with me wherever I went. Actually, I started wondering if I could do that in the future when I got better at magic. There were spells to heal plant life.


No worries, I wouldn’t actually waste a spell on that sort of thing.


Back in the village, we spent the time before dusk de-limbing the trunks, and applying a resinous ointment to the ends and where branches were cut off. Apparently doing so helped keep the wood from rotting, although to me that seemed speculative. At this point, the work from all the days past was becoming apparent, with large sets of logs splayed out to the east of the village. Near their own house, numerous cords of firewood were looking like they might burst out the sides of the shelter built to keep it dry. Effort brings rewards, and it seems that in at least one aspect I had really helped out the village.


The temperature rose a bit again, but deciding not to take a chance, I slept inside. I needed to be well rested for the mental exertion of commanding my minions on the morrow.
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        Chapter 59:Traveler from the East

    
    
    
    
                You know how the story goes; from there I entered another less than narratively satisfying time. I collected the chikans due to me, and I headed to the battlefield to collect more minions. As my control got better, I would have been able to regain more mana and create more Skeletal Laborers each day, but with each new laborer the difficulty rose, making me plateau at 30.


This was followed by a day in the village, and then another day scavenging the battlefield. That provided 60 more low class skeletons. The population explosion of bugs was halted due to my interference, and clever collection strategy. Grabbing bodies from around the larger swarms and reducing leftover flesh to earth, while there were still insects around, I had kept them from exponentially growing. Most of the goblin flesh suffered too much to be used by then, but the bones were still good.


After a day on the battlefield, I returned to the village to work through the night. Outside, the winds had turned rather nippy, tingling at my extremities. As morning approached, I finished my eighth Skeletal Elite over the past two days to add to my horde. Saturday, and according to Pan it would be the last day before fall. Given the weather, it wasn’t hard to believe.


Now as one of the days I spent in the village, not much was going on. Of course, the reason I'm bringing up that Saturday isn't merely because it was the day before autumn. The official changing of the seasons lacked a holiday, that was for slightly later on. Instead, there was a scene that gave a sense of deja vu; as I helped work in the fields, helping to cut and sheaf the wheat analog, I spotted a figure off in the distance.


Not from the west, but the east. That was strange, as the road the village was situated on generally only led as a shortcut to Medean in that direction. Glaucen’s history went back further than Medean’s and sat further from the woods. In Derriad, population movement tended to be towards less developed areas. Primary inheritors kept power in the old lands, while the children who couldn't be supported moved outwards.


A minor digression as to the continued stagnation of the nation. In light of people moving to more rural areas, it would be easy to expect that area to become urbanized as well, slowly expanding the lands. These had been my thoughts at first as well, however one must also consider the nature of the world. The church did not sponsor such excursions, and patrolled strictly within an approximately 140 mile radius from their cities. Except for the very outskirts, this was an incredibly safe zone. However the further from that edge you moved, the more dangerous it would become. While settlements built up outside that radius for periods of time, eventually they would be destroyed by a raging pack of this or that beast.


In spite of the danger, note that the circumference of this patrolled radius is almost one thousand miles. The lands around the city’s territory are vast, and there are many places to settle. It is only the vast quantity of numbers and time that lead to the inevitable destruction of an outlying village. Most survive for many generations, and so those backup heirs head off to make their fortunes in the backwoods. Off did they depart from old Glaucen, but seldom did any return.


Meaning this traveler from the east was a rare sight indeed. Though curious, he was still quite a bit distant, so I finished up a few more bundles of wheat before heading towards the road. As she walked down the road, I tried getting a read on her. Not that I expected more ‘spies’, but it’s a force of habit.


At a distance, the easiest things to notice were hair and clothing. She kept a long auburn braid down to her lower back, perhaps a little too long. It bounced about irregularly from side to side, and she even batted it when the rhythm of her steps sent it swinging around to the front. Her clothing was a bit too fine for a peasant, but not quite the level of the ostentatious dresses of Glaucen. A dark beryl dirndl, with a full length skirt, and a tightened bodice with a ruffled and poofy blouse underneath. On her back was a frameless rucksack, sagging sadly as in indication of few remaining supplies.


Despite looking prepared and slightly well off, she didn't seem to be carrying a weapon. Though she might have a concealed dagger, in a world where you could run into monsters, only those who could fight should travel alone, and even then it was unwise. Given her clean state of dress, had she merely been lucky to pass unhindered?


Seating myself on the western bank near the shallow ford, it seemed the children had already spotted the traveler and awaited her arrival. Since Rion had been on such good behavior recently, I decided to change up my target. As the woman was about to come near, and the children looked on with interest, I used <Mage Hand> to drip cold water down one of their necks. The traveler looked over as the boy yet out a yelp, tumbling into the stream out of surprise.


A lady may be able to make it through the wastes by luck, but the traveler responded too quickly to seem like such a ditzy person. From the moment Terin started to shout, she was already stepping back into a readied stance, one suited for agility. Watching the arms move up and back, she realized soon enough that there was no threat. It was enough motion to give me a hint, and now that the distance had shortened, I could tell that two daggers were holstered between her and her pack. It seemed like a slightly uncomfortable, but that would be lessened with a smaller load and there was no doubt it was a very stealthy design. 


Most of all was the look of relief when it turned out there was no danger. Whatever her business happened to be, she was the high-strung sort; cautious about every move. I couldn't help but be intrigued.


“Hey, where are you from lady?” Oh Ronnie, you’re really helping aniki out; I'll make sure that your aunt treats you well when I'm gone. 


The curious and unreserved child asked innocently as the woman stooped to refill her canteen; a bit of an oversight, showing she was feeling a bit of pressure. Had it been just the one, she may have tried avoiding it, but on the opposite shore stood a swarm of interested children. Even brats have a certain weight to them when in large numbers. I threw her a way out.


“Head upstream a little ways before filling your water. This is a fishing village, you’ll catch scales and guts like that.”


“... Yes. Thank you for telling me.”


Hesitantly, she looked upstream, but decided to cross in the shallow water instead of skipping across the rocks further upstream. Some stones were mossy, but judging by her physique her balance shouldn't have been all too poor. Choosing to pass through the ankle deep ford, as she approached, the kids began making a ruckus again.


“So where are you from?”


“Where’d you get those pretty clothes?”


“Why’s your hair so long?”


“Hehehe~” I laughed quietly as the isolated children descended upon their new novelty. There were many stories I remembered from Earth, but not many made for oral tradition were meant for younger audiences. She stammered a little answering the kids, I felt something was a bit off, but it wasn't a strong feeling. Maybe she didn't like being around children, or perhaps I just read into things too much.


The woman, whose name I caught to be Therese, walked by with a steady squelching noise.


“Do you not have a second pair of shoes?” Trying not to sound sardonic and keeping a smile off my face, I pointed towards her feet. The footwear of the world already wasn't very good, she was going to get blisters rather quickly like that.


Therese did not seem to appreciate the sentiment, caught in a flurry of embarrassment and indignance flushed, unsure of how to react. Her shoes were already wet at this point, and I'd just told her about the fish guts in the river; it was one mistake after another. She was high strung, but the plan wasn't to snap her, but see what notes she played when plucked.


Following a moment of indecision, she composed herself. It seemed that she was the type who could control their anxiousness, and planned around all possible setbacks. That kind was admirable; Therese walked past me to find a spot to collect clean water.


“Hey Alric! Why don't you fix it?” Oi, Ronnie, you’re spoiling aniki’s plans! I'll tell your aunt to never get you anything good even after I'm gone!


Luckily, as Therese was passing my way, the crowd of children were following. That meant I was able to thwap the kid on the back of the head after he said so. Ahh~, he didn't mean ill by it, but it seemed that my presence had definitely made magic exceptionally acceptable in the village. I wanted there to be no way for them all to be accused of heresy; chipper oh asking me to do magic did not nice with that. Well, I was an officially documented mage, so all would be well.


“<Prestidigitation>” I actually dual cast the spell, once for each shoe. It wasn’t strictly necessary, but it was a bit of practice. Therese looked on in shock; strangely her gaze was not focused on me, but the children around. “Ah, so you know, I’ve registered in Glaucen. The *haramaki* is just a pain to wear all the time.”


“You’re a wizard?” She asked in disbelief, still staring at the kids around me. There was definitely a discrepancy in her reaction, it looked like Therese was more interested in the fact the kids didn’t seem to mind. Silently casting <Mage Hand> to tap and slightly turn Tagalong Girl’s head, it took a moment for her to get what I was doing. Then she gave a nod of affirmation, which due to my practice mentally multitasking, I was able to pick up without giving any hints to Therese.


“A wizard? Most call me a mage.” I shrugged, tapping my neck. Realizing the gesture was meaningless in the new world I clarified. “What I mean to ask is there a difference between a  mage and a wizard in Derriad? My homeland thinks of wizards as being a bit more of a scholarly sort than myself.” The mention of my homeland got her attention, yet she still seemed reticent to speak. It was either an inner debate on whether to talk to me, or because of the young jabbering children around us. On that front, at least she was doing a skilled job of answers without answers. 


I could remove one of those factors myself, let’s move this conversation along.


“Alright little *gakis*, adult talk time. Catch!” Possessing a few small stones in my Inventory, I cast <Light> several times on them and tossed them over. Taking a few moments for each, I realized that I my training was lax for that spell, only occasionally practicing it during the night. My night vision wasn’t too bad, so it had fallen by the wayside. Such is optimization, but in the future I promised I would at least bring it up to dual insta-cast levels.”Scurry along now, you have your entertainment!” Poofing some <Dazzle>s into the distance, they followed the shinies away.
“So tell me, what is the discrepancy *betwixt* a mage and a wizard?” Patting the ground nearby, she remained standing.


In fact she almost seemed more alert than before. It probably had to do with figuring out that she was a mage, or perhaps wizard. Though not expressly stated, Therese realized that I had come to that sort of conclusion.


“There is not much difference. A mage is one forced to work for the church, while a wizard has managed to escape the bonds of the Oouei.”


Oouei? Oouei-gooey, no tarudy; shinks from minks and all is phooey. The silly sounding words had me rhyming a bunch of hooey. My mental strength may have improved, but my focus sure hadn’t.


Though I’d never heard the word, with context clues and knowing how words formed, I could make a few guesses. The Derrish numeric system(luckily base ten, although otherwise would have been rather interesting), went ooul(0), ro(1), di(2), sha(3)...well, and then others. Interestingly enough, the majority of numbers had an associated element. I explained that there were multiple words for soul with an associated element; for example stei was the word used in what I’ve translated as aquasteel, referring to a ‘watery’ soul, comes from est(5). Rei was an airy soul, eid was an earthy soul, and so on. They could be combined further for ‘non-primal’ things, deik was a bloody soul(surprisingly not in the murderous sense), formed from eid and kei(fiery soul). Keid was taken by magma, which for some reason wasn’t included in a fiery soul.


As you might expect, even in the Derrish language, zero manages to be an exception to things. Though I hadn’t heard the term Oouei before, in general adding zero didn’t refer to a specific element. It would also be a bit disingenuous to say it meant ‘nothing’, rather a more accurate description might be a cross between ‘undefined’ and ‘lacking’. 


So in a more literal sense, the term oouei referred to those that lacked a proper soul.


None of that muggle gibberish; this was a right and proper slur.
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        Chapter 60: Venomous tongue, Pure intentions?

    
    
    
    
                “I’d rather you not use that sort of language around me. I am rather fond of the people here.” Acting as if the word had been known to me the whole time, I lightly rebuffed her. Oouei didn’t seem to be part of the common lexicon and likely had been invented as jargon among the magic users. How unfortunate for them that I come from a future that understands how words are made. You think smooshing things together like that will make them unrecognizable? Unless they expected people to understand, which they used as a decoy to understand their code phrases at certain points while maintaining a deeper, more arbitrary level of encryption…


My thoughts wandering off again, I awaited her reaction.


“Hrm, wizards rarely pay mind to the dangers before them. Just because you’ve escaped the snare doesn’t mean you’ve escaped the hunter.” With a harrumph, she glared down at me, folding her arms. A slight clink resounded from beneath her blouse. My nose may be worthless, but my ears were not.


“If it is so dangerous, then why would a chikan attack the hunter?” Chikans were linguistically a signifier of bullheadedness, especially in the face of futility. While they did usually run from predators, they were more well known for occasionally charging back at their attacker; jumping straight into the mouth of the tiger. Therese did not look happy at the statement.


“You...it’s better than being eaten.”


“The vast majority of chikans aren’t eaten though.” The contents of my Inventory disagreed, but she couldn’t see that.


“So just because you’re content you’ll let the others suffer?”


“You’re breaking the analogy sister.” I smiled as she momentarily lost control. “Why are you in such a rush? Take some time off, and kick back here for a while. The villagers don’t mind a little flash, so long as you don’t go overboard.”


Inviting her to stay, I hoped to gain more formal knowledge on magic. While she may have been a wizard in hiding, having a second view on magic would help my theories. As noted in the past, the sensation magic gives are not like the ones a non-magical person feels and can only be roughly transcribed. Another magic user would be a great help on what was interpretation and what was not.


“You can’t trust the oouei—” With a flick of the wrist, <Mage Hand> made an uncomfortable adjustment to her hidden armor, poking it into her sides. I cut her off verbally in addition. 


“Ah, watch what you say. Your words become your actions. I’m sure everyone will welcome you, but kindness is reciprocal.” Kindness isn’t really reciprocal, but it sometimes worked like that, and it sounded good in the context.


“I am still free, there’s no need for me to submit; I will show them no deference. There are things that must be done, and no Oouei—eiyy!” Letting out a soft and shrill shriek, I accidentally showed a bit of my frustration towards her in the form of Fear Aura. It wasn’t much, but her face lost a bit of color and her eyes widened. I didn’t say anything and returned the stare, hands in my lap, but facially showing I was a little bit displeased. A ruffian wasn’t any good, but I still wanted to learn magic from someone else, so I let her continue. “You...A disgrace to the pride of wizards, acting like...they are something worth defending! Persecution ever since birth, how can you go back to those...people?” Psh, pride; I wasn’t even born here; and Stockholm Syndrome.


Smarmy internal retorts aside, it looked like that prideful wizard archetype was more accurate than I first thought; I guess I really wasn’t like a wizard. That sort of pride was the most dangerous to suppress; that which would rather die than never do anything about their chains. I wondered what Khtraal and Iyrkraal would make of the situation.


“You are most definitely staying for a while. Come; speak of these affairs in more detail.” Looking more dire than anticipated, I acted more forcefully than usual. Her fuming may have been general malcontence, but the line about ‘things that must be done’ sounded a few warning sirens.


Standing up, and using <Prestidigitation> to clean away the dirt and grass, I gestured towards the seating stones. The villagers had started to avoid the place; not to a large degree, but they generally avoided the riverbank near it. Politely, I asked Simon who was still in range to hear less quiet moments of discussion to move upriver some. Explaining I needed to have a private chat, he acquiesced, and I foisted one of the better chikans on him for his trouble. 


Therese hadn’t moved at first, but the invisible hand on her shoulder encouraged her along. Her steps were hesitant, so I walked over and sat down on the stones with confidence, dragging her into the pace set. Like how speaking totally unrelated things, ignoring the other person in a conversation is one of the most irksome things, with practice it is quite easy to take advantage of the social nature of humans. Going against the grain is difficult for most, even outcasts and radicals usually only diverge slightly. Setting the grain is a useful skill in life.


So despite her reluctance to do so, Therese ended up sitting down on a stone near mine. She carefully set her long braid so it would not be in the way of her movements, and casually had set her two daggers down beside her in an easy spot to reach. Since I was an unarmed mage and looked so skinny, despite my size she probably felt her chances were better in a fight if up close.


Haa~ so naive. At least this might imply body strengthening magic had telltale signs, or was recognizable. Or she really was naive.


“Thank you for playing along with me.” I smiled, trying to lower her hostility at least some. There were no delusions of friendship, but it should at least be known that this was the act of someone who merely sought information, and not an interrogation. “Let’s begin with our introductions then. I am Alric, a wizard as you say, from the outskirts of Braan near the interstitial states. I arrived here about six weeks ago, and recieved my *haramaki* a little under four back in Glaucen. My favorite spell is <Prestidigitation>.”


I included my favorite spell to make it more like an awkward first day of class where you meet everybody. Uncomfortable, but very low stakes, and you couldn’t really not do it. At least, not without getting in trouble.


With her eyes moving back and forth, checking if there was anyone around, she steeled herself before deciding to speak.


“I am Therese, a free wizard. I was raised in Munos, I Awakened at 12, and began practicing at 15. I specialize in Reiaest.” Instead of saying it normally, she phrased as though she manipulated the soul of water. A nice and haughty naming schema for the discipline; perhaps the same pattern was used for all magical schools. However its dependence on elements seemed uncertain, what did the Flow of Life that Disciples used, and my Necromancy fall under? I had heard of keiy(light soul), but that still didn’t seem to fit, and those were only linguistic tracks. Were they the words of the enlightened ancients, or superstitious cavedwellers? Not to mention possible cultural drift over the years; even if they had been relatively anchored in their beliefs, with so many isolated societies, pronunciation had to have drifted.


I had no control over water, so I activated <Detect Magic>, hoping it would help some.


“Would you mind demonstrating?”


“Preposterous! Having me cast spells to display my abilities, I am not so foolish as to weaken myself before you. Even if you are a wizard, I certainly won’t.”


“Weaken yourself?” I echoed curiously.


Perhaps...perhaps I was OP after all? Tell me more!


“Can your magic be cast so few times per day? You don’t have to be casting anything grand, just a simple spell would do.” I cast the bait with some false concessions on the end. If things were as I hoped, then even her minor spells would be draining to her. “Let me start then.”


Pushing forward, a hot <Flare> shot forward before arcing to the ground. It reached the temperature to severely singe wood with brief contact, but still had trouble igniting anything more than twigs with the girth of a pencil. Also in contrast to my first attempt, I was starting to get the hang of projecting it forward; a modification that needed to be done while the spell shape was forming, somewhat like drawing the string of a bow. 


She didn’t look particularly impressed at the feat, but readjusted her armor as I did so. It didn’t look like I could get her to change her mind just yet. Not what I wished for, but neither was it the main reason I had her stay.


“Hm. Well if you are going to be stubborn on that, we’ll move onto why I am delaying you. Tell me, what are the magic users of this country up to? What is the task you are so eager to embark on? It’s not hard to see how much you resent the church, and you are not dressed as a mere traveler.” I saw the price tags on armor as I walked through the streets. Whatever she was wearing, from the metallic sounds, there was no way she was doing this alone, unless she happened to be very independently wealthy. Given her poor attitude towards non-mages, I had my doubts about that line of thinking.


“I am traveling to repay a favor from a friend.”


“Yes, but what kind of favor is requiring you to move armed like that? I take it you aren’t merely picking up a few *scones* from their favorite shop.”


“I don’t see why I have to explain myself.” Therese glowered. Dahling, you’ve already sat down with me, what else would you be here for. You aren’t even making a move to stand up.


“Despite how monolithic and overbearing the church may appear; civil uprisings are not something unheard of.” I stitched together two unrelated sentences to paint a picture. They might not have been unrelated for long though. “Many things suffer under such a messy affair. I’m not in this village permanently, and need to know what malevolent tides are to pass over this land. You are part of the ones making waves, and I am asking you when and what is about to happen.”


I tried my best to retain my upbeat expression, and more or less succeeded. Mean business, but don’t be mean to your business. I didn’t have a problem with her or the wizard revolution anyhow, they just needed to keep their destructive wake off the village.


Therese thought about speaking several times, biting her tongue when it came to starting. She seemed to have wised up a bit about her phrasing.


“These people should not be worth your concern, except, perhaps the boy, of course. For whatever reason you do, there’s no need to worry about them. This is only a favor to a friend; anything larger is nothing but a distant dream.” The depression on her face seemed honest enough, but one must be ever skeptical. Keeping in mind it could be a falsehood, I urged her to continue.


“And just how much will this favor muddy the waters?”


“If the Patriarch blesses us, I and my charge will escape unnoticed. It is not enough to rile the church up for long, it will subside before long.”


“I see, things have become much clearer now.” I nodded, figuring out what the situation was. My worries of a full-scale wizard revolution were unfounded; or at least unrelated to the matter at hand. This had the looks of a simple jailbreak operation. “I should have been able to tell from the length of your hair. It may be unsolicited, but my advice is to trim your hair a little more. A braid that long is eyecatching. Make it long, then afterwards crop your hair short; it’s a bit more noticeable, but if it takes place after getting away people will be even less likely to associate you to the scene. You’d look just as attractive with short hair, so any attention you do gain will be on the positive side as well.
“In addition, think about removing your armor for the rescue. It may be good to have a backup plan, but sometimes you have to go all in. Evading notice should be your first priority. Does your charge have light or dark hair?”


“W-what…”That may have been a bit too much of a 180 for her to handle. “How?”


“Light or dark hair?” I smiled enigmatically. 


“Dark…”


Still slightly in shock, Therese murmured the answer. Dark would be a bit trickier than if the target had light hair, but I could whip something up regardless. I may not have been able to grind my alchemy skill, however I didn’t forget to make two or three health potions every few days, just for practice. The wide variety of alternative recipes meant I had become familiar with a range of reagents in a more hands-on manner.


From my Inventory, several ingredients appeared, and I ground them against my rocky seat. I formed three piles of powder, orange, black, and brown. Already fairly competent with both hands, with practice, and training from controlling many Skeletal Laborers at once, I processed all three at the same time; one for each hand, including <Mage Hand> naturally. The black powder was naturally the catalyst and needed to be mixed with water to not react.


Well, time to make full use of my abilities. Strictly speaking, I did know of something common that would be able to hold many types of alchemical products. It was just a massive pain and not worth the effort.


Therese watched as I leaned over to another nearby stone, and placed the side of my hand against in. After a quick dark glow, I brought out goblin dagger and scratched at it, chipping away at the rock. Repeating the process, the wizard looked on in awe as I alternated between using negative energy to weaken the stone and cut into it.


A lump the size of a large grapefruit was eventually removed, and then was burrowed in through a small hole in the top. It was fairly difficult to widen the inside, and was quite time consuming as eventually I needed to put in more Negative Energy so the interior could be scratched away with my nails. Nevertheless, Therese patiently waited.


The black and red powders combined with the air as I waited, lowering its potency as planned. Pouring them into the stone gourd, they were followed by water. Weakening a different, smaller stone to the point where it started to give way, I jammed it into the hole at the top. A one use cork, the dust was probably negligible to the ointment, at least in this case. Shaking it up, I sewed together a small pouch from the goblin rags(they were clean) for the brown powder.


I handed them over.


“Put the liquid through their hair and let it sit for some time, but do your best not to let it rest on the skin too long. It should leech out all the color, turning it paler, possibly white. If it does turn white, mix the powder with a small amount of water to dye their hair. Other than perhaps a dry or itchy scalp, it shouldn’t have any negative consequences. The bleach will be permanent until the hair grows, but the powder will fade over time; say, around two weeks of brown, and three more until it returns to white.”


My magnum opus in the realm of alchemy(though there weren’t exactly many contenders in the field):hair dye.


“I...thank you for your aid.” She had just watched and waited for around an hour, but her gratitude looked undiminished. Her expression of it wasn’t very practiced though, maybe I was just hoping for someone to kowtow to me in gratitude.


“No, it’s my fault for keeping you here. If you’re in a hurry, you should be on your way. And if there’s no one on your tail, I’m sure this place would be quite welcoming.”


My final words put a slight crimp in her happy moment. Well, people don’t change their ways after one favor; at least she seemed slightly less dismissive of the idea now. In the time it took to go and return from Glaucen, I would likely have already left; it seemed I would have to wait a little longer until finding a contemporary magician.


I wasn’t about to hold her up though, she was on a rescue mission. I wished her and her charge the best; hoping they would be able to return to a safe haven.
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        Sidestory 60.1: The Honorable Mage

    
    
    
    
                “Therese! There’s a letter for you here!”


Inside of a small and tidy room with brick walls, small towers of thin wooden boards decorated with carvings rose from the empty half of the room. Sitting on the edge of her bed, a woman with long brown hair stared the sheet of wood before her.


“I'll be there in just a moment.” Therese scowled to herself, concentration interrupted. Her magic was by no means poor, but neither could she be called exceptional. Awakening at 12 meant her latent mana was higher than most. Three years passed before she truly learned how to practice magic though, and practice and knowledge far surpassed the importance of talent.


As the landlady called out, the spell shape had collapsed, the wild mana barely reigned in by Therese. For the past six years she devoted all her time to developing the spell she felt inside her, and for the past three she left left behind the research of all others to focus on it. Painstakingly constructing it piece by piece, Mrs. Eris’ voice shattered her progress for the day. Suddenly beset by exhaustion, Therese forced herself up. Letters were not a common thing, and if someone sent her one, there would no doubt be an important matter involved.


Slipping out her narrow door and into the similarly cramped halls of the tenement, Therese glided through the musty brick building to the only marginally larger common hall. A rounded lady with sparkling eyes held two pieces of paper, a small one, the size of a palm, and a scroll the length of a forearm rolled up and tied together with twine. The pieces rustled together roughly in the landlady’s hands.


“Oh aren't you lucky dearie, it seems someone sent you some paper to work with. If you turn it into something beautiful be sure to show me, alright?” Eris, or Mrs. Eris as she liked her tenants to call her, gently handed the objects over to Therese. The younger woman merely curtly nodded before returning to her room without any show of emotion.


Calm on the exterior, seething on the interior; interacting with ‘Mrs, Eris’ set her nerves aflame. Those chubby round cheeks made a storm in her soul. The only reason she acted so kindly was because of all the money she sucked out of the renters. A filthy creature that existed on the fact that others needed a place to live. Farmers at the very least had to sweat before selling their goods. Therese had no doubt if she ever missed a payment the landlady wouldn't be so kind. 


Her sole redeeming quality was that unlike some other tenement houses, The Honeycomb didn't go back on its contracts and raise their prices suddenly. Thank the Patriarch for small mercies.


Closing the little door behind her and throwing the lock, she carefully unfolded the letter. Written in honest-to-goodness ink and flowing, but shaky script, she recognized the handwriting instantly and read the short note.


Therese, I know how much you like drawing, so I managed to acquire this for you. Don't waste it and use a flat surface to work on and put yourself into it completely. It was rather difficult to obtain and of value, I hope you can repay the favor soon. -Joanne


Joanne, that was a name Therese hadn’t heard in years. When she first awakened, it had been without any guidance, and only by the older woman’s guidance had she been able to learn to practice. Out of the blue, her younger self had been terrified upon first seeing the alleged merchant, as she felt something grip at her soul. Haunted, sallow eyes, hair threaded with grey far earlier than it ought to have been; for a few moments Therese thought that perhaps the rumors of magic being a demonic art were true.


What actually came to pass was the woman’s surprisingly insistent attempt to teach her. She never inquired about Joanne’s past; such topics should be given a respectful distance. As her mentor did not bring it up, she did not ask, focusing on what she was taught. Learning about mana and spell shapes, all that she had learned over the years was imparted to Therese. She never could stay long, but visited periodically as the caravan she traveled with visited.


Therese became cultured this way. Born to a pair of cobblers, her elder brother inherited the business, and her elder sister trained to be a seamstress, ready to take over in case something happened to Johan. Altogether her family wasn’t poor, but neither were they one of those rarities who could afford an education. Therese had been particularly unlucky as a third child, and left Medean. It frustrated her that she was unable to work as a cobbler as well, after all, both her parents did; but the spot was reserved for her brother’s wife. Therese did not like having to leave the family business, but understood and settled in Munos. There, she found a job with the Carmens guild as a full time winnower. The work paid barely enough for her to subsist, but she managed. Joanne’s connections turned her struggling life around, enriching her knowledge of the world every time she stopped by.


However, for reasons unknown, Joanne suddenly stopped coming with the caravan. Therese always made sure to pay her debts, that was her Will, and with her mentor’s disappearance, it seemed she would be unable to repay it. After several years building confidence under Joanne’s tutelage, Therese felt lost again.


Her magic faltered, her mana less potent than before. Joanne taught that a wizard’s power came from their Will; their inner strength, the fact that they were resolved was the separation between them and the oouei. In reflection, perhaps before that point her Will had always been weak. Life was just trying to make ends meet, and even after meeting Joanne and learning about the importance of Will, she only nominally dedicated herself. Repaying the old woman was the only thing that even came to mind when thinking of goals.


In a constant state of mana depletion, Therese found it hard to work up the will to do anything. Mechanically attending her new job selling luxury clothes to the nouveau riche, she imitated their indecisive ways; reacting to the opinions of those around her, only thinking of the shallow entertainments of the hour. Like the husks from grain during her winnowing days, she floated with the breeze.


Then came a message from her family, thankfully having been taught by Joanne she didn’t need to make the effort to find someone to read it to her. Hands trembling in frustration, it was a lucky break for her would-be orator as well. For the first time in years she felt her mana well up, smashing her fist against the wall. A brand new, tempestuous spell shape had formed unbidden, creating a flurry of white scars along the wall of her stone house. 


Apparently, the message was the last notice of departure. Therese left Medean over five years ago, and despite their close proximity, she’d not heard a word from her family since. Three years back, Alyssa has gotten married and moved to Corsen with her artisan husband, and it wasn’t worth informing her. Two years, both her parents died of illness, and no word was sent to her then either. A year ago, an opportunity presented by the Patriarch himself sat itself before Johan; her older brother would work with a troop of famous mercenaries, The Severed Fangs, repairing and fashioning them new boots.


Being on the move, he had no use for the family’s old storefront.


So not knowing of her current position, he sold it off, and sent a message off to his youngest sister; as nothing more than an explanation as to why if she were to visit Medean, she should not expect to be finding free lodgings or meals.


When had she ever visited?


Slumping along the ground, Therese sadly laughed to herself. The oouei really were fickle with their lives. She recalled how strongly Johan had declared that the store would belong to him and his wife, in the family forever. That was the biggest reason why she and her sister weren’t expected to find a place in the business, her brother made it seem as though there was only enough space for himself and his dreams inside the shop. In the end he hadn’t felt so strongly about the matter after all.


Family scattered to the winds, there was but one benefit, she regained her Will.


To live honestly with her head held high. To have every word she said mean something, and not go back on promises. Debts would be paid and collected. Therese was not oouei, she had resolve, conviction, Will.


Moving back to Medean, she refused to depend on old acquaintances. They were fickle and couldn’t be depended on, the only one she could rely on was herself. Despite a prickly attitude, her now forthright nature appealed to many, and with her experience in sales, she once again found herself at the counter. However now she helped a single-minded smith sell his wares.


There were no bells and whistles attached, just form and function to be shown to the customer. None of the trends of fashion that came and went like seasons; they were weapons that could be depended on. Genry was tolerable, and perhaps even to be admired, compared to the other oouei. Dedicated to his craft, he did naught else but hammer, eat, sleep and then repeat the process. Not as deep as the Will of a wizard, at least he acted stably.


In her new life she practiced that tempestuous spell shape that came to her mind in anger that day; but she made sure that her magic did not suffer for it. Therese’s knowledge on forming spell shapes was rather lacking and experimented with a wide variety of things, putting arcane notes only understood by herself down onto excess scraps of wood that came from Medean’s timber industry.


Then, when she turned 21, a letter arrived. Her face, attractive, if slightly less so due to her stern countenance turned ugly when it arrived. After reading it, the malevolent aura around her vanished, like a candle snuffed out in the wind. Years had passed, but at long last Joanne had been able to send her a letter. Informing her she’d been taken by the Church, she apologized for not being able to tell her student sooner.


How could Therese not forgive her mentor, who she owed so much to?


Communications with the church were limited, and only a response could be sent, saying there was no need for an apology. Therese was ready to pay her debt back at any time, her teacher needed only say the word.


Looking at the large scroll in hand, it seemed that the time had come at last. Placing it on one of the flat boards, she put herself wholly into the paper.


What are people, but their Will? And what is the Will, if not mana?


A technique incredibly difficult to grasp, one that even Joanne had not mastered when they last met face to face, Therese tried to impart her Will into the paper. Several attempts in, it finally began glowing with a soft light, pieces disintegrating. What was left was a fragile paper stencil, with letters cut from it; if it weren’t lying flat, it could tear under its own weight.


Ingenious; Joanne was a genius when it came to the realm of book magic. 


Reading the hidden message, Therese learned she had a junior now under the tutelage of her mentor. Tasked with helping escort the girl Yalla away, Joanne mentioned everything that could possibly be relevant; including the girl’s free-spirited temperament. It didn’t sound like a good match of personalities, but Therese owed it to her mentor. Besides, she hadn’t known how to live her life over a decade ago either. Waiting until late summer to leave closer to the time Joanne had planned, Therese grew her hair out as she closed up her loose ends in Medean. Not fully shutting them, but enough to know that not coming back was a possibility. At the very least Genry deserved a proper warning. He handled the news with admirable stoicism, returning to his work after giving her a farewell payment of two daggers.


As planned she set out, feeling the clothes she wore should have been sold by her rather than bought. It would make for a good disguise, and her frugal personality had more than enough money saved to embark on the trip. So that no one remembered her departure, Therese traveled alone.
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        Sidestory 60.2: The Honorable Mage II

    
    
    
    
                By her estimations, only a week remained when Therese saw a small village in the distance. It came as a relief, as though she managed to avoid the majority of trouble, the unpatrolled lands between Medean and Glaucen were several times more dangerous than within the limits. The settlement marked the boundaries of civilized society. There was also the feeling of relief in knowing her journey would soon come to an end, the long braid she kept her hair in swayed fiercely as she walked, interrupting her rhythm irregularly.


Proceeding, she noticed a large stream, or perhaps an incredibly small river. People lined the banks, fishing with nets, poles, and spears, though the spearfishers were mostly young folk just wasting energy on a whim. Approaching the waterway, she realized the path went through a small ford, and on the other side waited a group of children. A slender, black haired man sat near them. Even from a large distance, she could see a carefree smile, as his gaze alternated between the children and her, as if wondering what would happen.


Therese slowed her steps as she approached. The children glared hungrily towards her, willful and unruly youths, who changed thoughts more than their bedding. What would she say in response the the inevitable questions that they would ask? Therese would not lie, nor could she tell the truth. The Oouei were unforgiving towards those with Will, if not the children then her parents.


Moving ever slower, she almost ground to a halt. Then a yelp stirred her from her thoughts, and she moved to grab her daggers. Using magic as a first resort would not only reveal her more easily, but the wanton use of one’s Will could not be sustained. To her relief it was only one of the children losing their balance and falling into the river.


Getting down to fill her canteen, Therese hoped that by some slim chance they wouldn't ask questions of her. She planned to fill her water, cross the brook and be on her way before she had to speak with them. No such luck, and a boy called out from the far bank.


“Hey, where are you from lady?” Therese felt her mind starting to lock up. If she told them Medean, then if the paladins asked around, they'd be able to track her back. Then there really would be nowhere to run to. Yet she would not lie even in this situation. Another voice interrupted her as she was about to fill up her water.


“Head upstream a little ways before filling your water. This is a fishing village, you’ll catch scales and guts like that.” The young man smiled, as if he’d been waiting for the moment before she dunked her canteen under. At least he had said so before actually doing so, so Therese thanked him somewhat reticently.


Looking upstream, if she quickly crossed and then moved along the brook she wouldn't have to backtrack, meaning less time among the Oouei. About to cross, Therese cast a spell to detect mana potential. It depleted her slightly, but she didn't want to leave a potential wizard among the Oouei; she could rescue them on the way back with Yalla. There was one boy, but his reaction to the spell was low; meaning it would be some time before he Awakened. At least if she didn't return, he would be mature enough to act cautiously by the time he did so.


Treading up the opposite side, the children had her surrounded, but gave her enough room to proceed. Still in a state where she didn't want to give answers, she made sure to only respond to mundane questions, such as those about her hair or clothing. Nothing specific, just about how it was the latest fashion.


Passing by the slender man, he looked like he wanted to appear innocent, but a playfully mischievous smirk edged upon his lips. About to pass him by, he decided to speak up.


“Do you not have a second pair of shoes?” Therese cringed. Why would she have brought a second pair of shoes? Though she knew she wouldn't inherit the business, she still practiced the craft and had faith in her work. Rain and mud were no big deal, but she had absentmindedly stepped through the ankle deep water. The ruffian spoke in an accent, with his hair in a ponytail, and silvery splotches on his hands and cheeks; along with how he was actively trying to humiliate her and chuckling to himself, Therese could tell his character was not good at all.


“Hey Alric! Why don't you fix it?” The boy who first called out to her, then spoke to the mischievous Alric. Therese looked over in surprise, as the young man slapped the boy on the head lightly. Even upset, he clearly didn't take things seriously, but what did the child mean?


With a mumble, she felt her feet suddenly dry. Waving his hands as if it was no big deal, he mentioned registering in Glaucen as a mage, so she didn't need to worry.


“You're a wizard?” Therese felt surprised on many levels. All the magic users she’d known had a Will of some type, while Alric acted meandering. Magic, a tool of demons and devils, reviled by all danced in his hands to entertain the children. So passive and without worry, Therese wondered how he had any mana to begin with. She thought maybe he was some sort of magical savant, a fool in relation to the real world.


He dismissed that notion with the children and began to question her. Patting the ground in an inviting manner, his smile changed from amused to nonthreatening, but Therese couldn't stand people who changed their thoughts so easily. This opinion solidified more after answering his question.


“I’d rather you not use that sort of language around me. I am rather fond of the people here.” He actually went on to defend the Oouei! 


Indefensible! So many were abandoned merely for having a true Will, the church would catch wizards and put them on a leash! Therese’s mentor had suffered in this manner, how could she let it go? Yet Alric continued to refute her, blase about the Will within them, or the dangers their fellows within. He even went so far as to turn the tables on her, saying that if she thought the church was so dangerous, why challenge it?


How could such a person begin to understand? Cozily sitting around without a care, were the sky to fall, he would sleep through it. Upon waking to a ruined world he would certainly shrug and dismiss it. Someone with no concept of duty or obligation, how could they understand why someone would face off against the church?


He did have some sort of boundaries, as Therese quickly discovered. The man did not respond pleasantly as she called the Oouei what they were. Untrustworthy, fickle, but the wizard defended them, with her splint armor uncomfortably adjusting to dig into her.


Therese had her own pride though and did not think of backing down in the argument. Ignoring the man’s false sense of superiority, she continued to unreservedly speak her mind.


“I am still free, there’s no need for me to submit; I will show them no deference. There are things that must be done, and no oouei—eiyy!”


In an instant, and only for an instant, he changed.


Instead of lackadaisical, for a brief moment after saying Oouei for the third time, his eyes deadened, and the weight of a thousand corpses pressed down on her. Struggling to breath, Therese tried letting out a shriek, but only a cold rasp emerged, as if a ghost had become lodged in her throat. A horde of beasts descended on her in unending numbers, wanting nothing other than to end her existence.


Run. Leave. Flee. Hundreds of yowling voices pleaded with her, begging her to escape. Demonic clawing on the inside of her skull, Therese’s body ceased responding as she froze up.


It had been only for the briefest of moments, but it was the purest terror she had ever felt before. Yet as the moment passed, the man once again wore the face of a human. No longer smiling, he looked slightly displeased that she continued to speak of the Oouei as they were.


It only went that far though. He made no further movements against Therese; who, freed from the overbearing fear, spoke out. Where was his conviction in the matter?


“You...A disgrace to the pride of wizards, acting like...they are something worth defending! Persecution ever since birth, how can you go back to those...people?”


“You are most definitely staying for a while. Come; speak of these affairs in more detail.” The man’s voice changed, but not in pitch. A stygian and commanding tone that should not be able to be elicited with his tenor, that brooked no argument. In a moment, he changed from idling to forceful.


Standing up, Alric brushed himself off, looking at her. Then, he started to walk, and all of a sudden Therese felt something that could not be seen begin pushing her along by the shoulder.


He hadn’t made any movements, or said anything at all? How was it possible to cast a spell with such ease? It took vast amounts of concentration to form a spell shape, even when trying to follow the guidance of your subconscious. Neither did it seem like he suffered from a major drain from his mana either.


Stumbling, Therese couldn’t help but follow along. A wizard with great power, yet lived among a small village of oouei. Therese doubted he was simply there to watch over the boy she noticed. As he walked up to a fisherman near a scattering of stones where he gestured for her to sit; Alric’s voice spontaneously changed back. Awkwardly laughing, and making a deferential request to an oouei, going so far as to use magic to produce a chikan, though the fisherman clearly was trying to deny the offer. 


Leaving the place; the wizard was satisfied and returned. However even if he kept the smile on his face, there was something incomparably dangerous underneath. A pool of oil sloshing back and forth, just waiting to be ignited and turned into a roaring sea of flames. Sitting down, he waited for the still standing Therese to follow.


She decided to sit near him. No matter how powerful a magic-user was, they were still vulnerable up close. With her daggers…


Drawing her gift from Genry with them almost in hand, Alric’s eyes twinkled in amusement. Somehow he’d seen through her in a moment, as if people had been trying to kill him for decades. Therese’s actions didn’t warrant anything more than a smile. How could he be so confident? Who could he be to recognize malicious intent so easily?


Introducing himself with a false sense of cheer, Therese felt paralyzed by uncertainty. Irking this man might be easily avoided, but on the off chance she did, it would likely be her end. Complying under the danger, she answered his questions.


He wanted her to demonstrate a spell, and acted curious when she did not. It was at that point Therese felt that Alric was merely sitting at a point far beyond all other humans, and just didn’t understand the nature of the conflict between wizards and the oouei. Only around the age of 17, he surely couldn’t have grown his mana reserves greatly, even at the fastest rate from a young age. Yet he cast numerous spells to create lights for children, dried her shoes, used an invisible hand, and now shot a ball of fire. Not a sign of fatigue showed on his face, as if it were a perfectly normal thing to use magic so wantonly.


At 25, perhaps she would be able to do so, but under Joanne’s guidance, her mana increased at an appreciable rate of the years. Therese doubted she could cast the spells so effortlessly, and the magical hand and fireball would definitely have her tired, even if she was familiar with those spell shapes.


That was another thing, how did Alric cast with such variety? While there was no limit technically speaking, the spell shapes formed in the mind were already vague and difficult to understand. It had taken Therese years to develop each spell, and they still required refinement. The mysteries of Reiaest were infinite, just as the other schools were. Stepping outside your affinity meant a process which already took years could take decades!


Therese talked with the archmage, feeling shocked again and again. The oppressive aura came and went, a mountain that could vanish into thin air. It seemed something she said made him content, all the cold left, and he was back to that slightly mischievous young man on the banks.


With a smile, he stunned her and correctly guessed what her mission was, though Therese had tried to avoid saying anything incriminating. He approved of her with a nod, apparently thinking her repayment of the debt, and rescue to be a noble cause. Alric gave her advice for escaping unscathed as if it were a matter he was intimately familiar with. She watched on as he used incomprehensible magic while brewing something.


An alchemist and a mage, how large must one’s memory be to store so much information?


A hair dye was produced, seemingly from nothing. He handed it to her, apologizing for keeping her so long. After which, Therese was sent on her way with a smile.


She blankly walked towards Glaucen, dazed by the overwhelming events. Her whole perception on the personality of magic users had been overturned by one young wizard. For the first time, she began to wonder if Joanne’s teaching about Will were truly accurate.


Whether it was or was not, Therese would still pay her debt to her mentor.
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        Chapter 61: Beginning of the End

    
    
    
    
                The first Tuesday of fall, I sat with my horde swarming around me, almost time to return. I stopped one short of my capabilities for the day, and now had 111 Skeletal Laborers. Indeed, their numbers had increased exactly at the rate anticipated, but having that many for real was an extremely gratifying sight. My white locusts descended on now gloppy flesh, stripping away the putrid muscles, delivering their future brethren to me at a breakneck pace.


Sweeping over the battlefield, by stopping the bugs for ourselves, we seemed to have invited the scavengers back. It became a little troublesome recalling a few skeletons when returning, but it seemed the sudden appearance of animated bones when trying to get a meal promptly scared them off again. Clearing a path, thousands upon thousands of goblins had died, but the pickings were starting to become sparse. With large numbers, and efficient—though grating— micromanagement, the bony workers cleaned up over a thousand bodies each day.


Letting the Skeletal Laborers hide away, I looked at the remaining undead. To my right, Clavi and Hans und Freunds played about. Minus Manny who calmly waited by my side, as I idly scratched him with light touch of death energy. Zog and Rosie lay on the ground dumbly, staring at each other. The hand spider didn’t even have eyes, how were they doing that?


Haldi, Ru Xi, and Ter practiced sparring with each other. They weren’t exactly capable of learning this way, but think of it as a mental exercise—despite the fact they didn’t really think. Their ‘connection’ with movements grew stronger when repeated, so they would be able to execute moves faster. They were unable to learn anything further from each other, or try anything new though, and blandly clashed their swords against one another, dinging and denting the weapons. Well they were just trash I picked up, so that was okay.


In front, 14 imbued Skeletal Elites stood at the ready. They were really just lined up though. I can't say it wasn't a pleasing sight; not to the extent of the bones I used for Clavi, they were still composed of sturdy materials.


That meant aside from the Skeletal Laborers, I had 26 undead minions. I wasn't going to be able to fit anything more into my Inventory. A mere 100 slots with no expansion lattices in sight, carrying around even just the higher quality undead was becoming less feasible.


Dropping my other items would technically free up space, but the value of each minny wasn't so great I was willing to take the hit of variety. That random stone helped me save Vamp during the battle, and even the rags showed their use. Would having another Skeletal Elite really be worth the trade off? I was already trying to keep them out of sight and have a low profile, there weren't many times they could be used yet.


Saddened, in the end I left my Skeletal Elites, Zog, and his personal hand spider to hide with the Laborers. The Freshmen were at a slightly higher level than the Skeletal Elites, due to multiple refinements per bone, I kept them by my side. Leaving 127 minnies to hide among the shrinking charnel ground, I returned to the village.


Surprisingly, Rion showed himself, detached from his usual contingent. Tagalong Girl, in the true spirit of her name, managed to stick by his side, exceptional as always. I know I wanted him to feel a bit more familial responsibility, but he looked downright dour at the moment. Rarely do I believe in moderation, but this was definitely one of those time. Rion’s shift to a serious temperament showed that something happened while I was out.


“Alric, where have you been?” Aaand his petulant and whiny voice cancelled out the dire mood. I cut him some slack since he hadn’t hit puberty.


“Every other day for over a week, I do the same thing...Alright, things do seem a little serious, what’s up?” Tagalong Girl’s eyes were narrowed into a half-glare as well, the other half made up of expectation. Rion never came complaining before either, so I cut the jibes.


“Paladins!” Rion managed to whisper and shout at the same time. The boy was a wonder. Hey wait, that did sound pretty important. “We saw some paladins while you were out today! They usually don’t come around until after we’ve finished harvesting. Dad and you said that we can’t let them find out about Ria right?”


“Oioioi, calm down, take a breath.” I held my hands up, trying to keep him from hyperventilating. “Are the paladins in the village or did they just pass by?”


“They...they just passed through. But they’re still coming through? Who knows when they’ll visit the village! They might find Ri, and, and…” I whapped him on the back of the head.


“Calm down. Then, explain the situation.” Having knocked some sense into him, Rion settled down to inform me in a more paced fashion. There was not actually an immediate threat of being discovered, so there was time to do things in an all-encompassing manner.


I will lead with the conglomeration of knowledge that I had gained on the tax season up to that point. There are a few foundational premises to recount before beginning though; as Derriad and the world it existed in is vastly different than Earth. Vast being one of the more important points.


Before experiencing it, such massive scales are hard to understand on a personal level. While space travel may be a thing, the featureless void of space and incredible speeds make it a poor comparison. Instead, I would recommend one of the first VR games, Excelsinas. Level cap is a bit low, and mod compatibility is low, but it does a marvelous job dealing with epic scales. Of course you peasants readings to this as a historical document—or who am I kidding, a work of fiction—probably aren't interested in playing archaic video games. Your loss.


The Meskian-Derrish border stretches around 50,000 miles; large does not do it justice. Warfare is the gradual process of claiming the enemy’s territory, and with such swathes of land, defending is an untenable strategy. The game is to take what your enemy hasn't protected, and protect what your enemy tries to take. Given just how much everything there was, a few continents worth of land would be ravaged in the process, but that wasn't much in the grand scheme of things.


Taxes could always be raised to recoup the costs.


This is where the idea of sacrifice for humanity(i.e. The church) comes into play. In general wars were infrequent, as it could take a year to reach the border, not exactly something many want to put up with. Yet the majority will, and with the numbers these mega-countries possess, that is enough. Pillage, then burn, is the church’s way to deal with dissenters. A hundred thousand towns existed for every one burned down, and in the isolated chambers of each territory revolution was unable to gain enough momentum to face the hammer of the Grand Cathedral.


It's a very inelegant way of dealing with the population, but what works, works. 


How this all ties back to the matter at hand, is that for the church, when collecting taxes even though they expected coin, it didn't matter if it came back with a little blood on it. The paladins and priests set out to bless homes, but mostly it was door to door racketeering. 


You'd think that with such vast resources at their disposal, they could skimp out a little on bleeding the smallfolk dry. I suppose that in their minds it was more along the lines of penny pinching by the billions meant  $$Profit!$$. 


What I gathered from Rion was get ready to jump at shadows, or get ready to run with them on my heels. They would be very thorough, and not only those in charge of extorting the towns, but those that passed through before and after. With my knowledge of the posssies that formed in the Temple, and how tight knit at least some circles seemed to be, they likely cross-referenced with each other.


Some guy show up after he ‘left’ the village? Of course the paladins didn't see him, he ‘left’ isn't that what you said?


The large majority of malice I could expect to come from individual and not institutional greed. Like how the Poran came in unquestioned, real members of the church had domineering authority. Were they to overstep their bounds and destroy the village out of greed, there likely wouldn't be any repercussions. They weren't a golden goose so much as a normal chicken. At the very least this meant they didn't expect much and rarely went overboard.


Those passing through couldn't be kept off for long. It was a low chance individually, but over the course of harvest season, they would inevitably check the shack where Ria and I lived. They may have just been passing through today, but I needed to proceed with caution.


“*Urgh, this is going to be a real pain to deal with*. Rion, how often are these groups going to come by?” Feeling exasperated, I needed to know if my departure date needed to be moved up, or if we could get by a little longer by being more careful.


“Twice a week usually, but this time’s different, they're here a lot earlier than usual!”


“I hear you, I hear you.” Moving to the stone seats to sit, it became a nice area for me as the others avoided it. I pondered some more before responding. ”Things...should be fine for the next week at least. That’s when the village is actually expected to pay taxes. This isn’t a place paladins would want to stay very long, it’s rather lacking in *amenities*. So long as nothing too out of the ordinary happens here, the chances are extremely low that they’ll find your sister before next week.”


The members of the church were definitely the demanding sort, but you don’t ask a dog for eggs. Unless one of the two theoretical groups had some sadistic troublemakers, everything would be fine. 


“But what about after? Then where will she go?” Ah yes, the curse of knowledge. I suppose I’d been a little too dismissive of Rion and forgot to properly evaluate his knowledge base; I hadn’t told him of the plan, and Pan didn’t see fit to tell him either. He was still a kid after all.


Actually I hadn’t told Tagalong Girl when we were leaving either.


Or Ria.


At all.


…


…


Get it together man! This stuff doesn’t just happen, no one else is trying to pick up the slack! 


Freezing my face into one of contemplation, I wondered how to break it to Rion. He had just recently started to care more for his sister again; getting over the whole disappearing brother act together. Then again, this was more for her well being so it would be more understandable. I felt like I should inform Ria first, but then again there weren’t really any other options. I suppose we could make our own little Golgatha, but I’d rather not. Rion could just learn about it first, and since Tagalong Girl was here as well, hey, I could save some time.


<Mage Hand> subtly tugged at her sleeves as a heads up. If she broke her facade in shock, that would be hard to explain. My ability to plan ahead was not very consistent.


“Mmm, yes about that…” Trailing off a little, I dropped Tagalong Girl a hint, and spoke slowly to give Rion time to grasp the situation. “I have discussed the matter with Pan. Thing is, the village doesn’t really have what’s needed to cure her. The academy I came from might have some clues, and at the very least would be a safer place for her.” Alric, you lying liar that lies. At least the intimation slowly brought forth the plan, and would settle his heart some. “Staying in the village is too risky, especially with the paladins mucking about. Finding temporary refuge until they leave isn’t feasible in the long run.”


“Wait, you mean she has to leave? You’re leaving?” Saddened confusion, there was only emotional damage control. 


“Ahh, don’t give me that look, brat. Ria’s not going to get better here now is she? You were just saying how dangerous it was with the paladins. It’s not a safe place.”


“Y-yeah, but…”


“Don’t be depressed kiddo, things happen, you have to move on. It’s in her best interests to move on, it’s not a sad thing.” I tried to say conciliatory phrases, but mucked it up a little. “Well, it is sad, but it’s the better thing to do, so there’s no need to feel regret.” I didn’t know if I was really explaining it in a way that a kid could understand. “Don’t worry too much, we won’t be gone forever. There’ll be a time when your sister comes back eventually. Be patient, things work out.”


I ruffled his hair a bit after standing up, and he was feeling too down to avoid it like he usually did.


“I do like it here and wanted to stay longer, but you have to move when the time is right. We’ll probably be here for one more week, make the most of it. Not tonight though, you should go collect yourself so you don’t come up to your sister blubbering so much.” Also so that I had a chance to tell her the plan. But what I said aloud counted too.


As Rion gazed towards the ground, Tagalong Girl looked my way. Nodding in affirmation, I made a few gestures to indicate we should meet up soon. There was still time to change her mind if she wanted to, but I doubted she would. For the most part I needed to make sure that she was on top of things as well.


She accompanied Rion back home. I was left to my evening duties of feeding Ria.
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        Chapter 62: Conversations with the Companions

    
    
    
    
                Maybe I should have just named myself Orz considering these absurd oversights that I tended to make. I couldn’t even come up with any good excuses for it; there were reasonable and understandable ones, but they still led back to me being at fault, so they weren’t really good at excusing me. Well, as I had just said to Rion, you have to move on. I couldn’t do anything about the past, unless I had time magic, but Level 6s don’t get time magic.


Stepping into the house with food, I shook Ria’s shoulder to get her attention. Her mind may have been able to function, but there wasn’t much to do other than daydream deeply. Feeding her mana only allowed her mind and body to start working together, it didn’t actually instantly wake her up.


“We have something to talk about, just let me feed you.” It took a few repetitions to get it through to her, and a few more to convince her. She was surprisingly stubborn for not being able to do anything, but eventually complied. I explained the situation to her before waking her up, hoping some of it would get through. It was done in a bit more of a blase fashion than with Rion; she was the older of the two. Ria should be able to understand the reason why better.


“Alright, now’s the time for questions.” Poking her horns, the mana outflow remained at three, no improvement. Well, it would have been lucky if there had been; I was getting more and more certain the time between each increase was at least two weeks. Well, Ria needed to get ready for the long haul as well then.


“Eep! Wait, I have to leave? Why can’t you just bring the cure here, wouldn’t that be easier?” Ahh, at least she was getting much better at cutting to the heart of things. Only having 30 seconds to talk does that to you.


“There’s danger staying here, look at yourself. Besides, I don’t know the exact cure, I just have a hunch. It’s best for you to come with me.”


“I-I, don’t just drag me along! You can’t take me wherever you please!” Ria, in possession of her physical body moved away from me, starting by scooting to the other end of the bed. Oi, you’re making me look pretty bad, you know?


“Calm down, this is for your own good…”


“Sure it is! Just drag me away from home! I’ll be sick and c-can’t do anything, a-and alone...” Okay, yeah; my phrasing probably could have used a little work. Come on MCs, how do you magically get people to drop their lives and come with you? This journey is to restore her life to normal, this should be way easier.


Ria currently looked like she was about to try clambering away, but luckily given the size of the room, she couldn’t really slip past me to escape. The bad thing about this is how terrible it made me look in the situation.


“Breathe Ria! Look, the Little Vara is coming with us as well…”


“You’re taking away a little girl with you as well? How does that help at all, you’re just dragging us out to the unknown. Why would anyone let you do this? L-let me go!”


“Go where exactly? Please try and spend some time thinking this matter through.” Ria tried to force her way out of the hut, but seemed a bit discoordinated with her larger movements. Not wanting to appear too much like a bad guy, I gave her a little ground to buy time. “Haa~, I suppose that this comes in handy at times I guess.” Reaching the end of the 30 seconds, Ria collapsed, and I caught her. Despite her mind fading back into a resting state, I caught the tail end of some of her words.


“Let mgo...goff me. Gway, Iwon…” 


“Ai, I’m just trying to help, those are some hurtful words, you know.” Shaking my head, there was no point getting angry. After all, Ria’s reaction wasn’t something I couldn’t understand. I knew that taking her away would be the best option, but she saw it as being torn away from home. We weren’t incredibly close either, so that was another mark against me in her eyes as well.


Staying wasn’t an option though. The fact I would be literally carrying her off hardly seemed like something that would improve her opinion of me. Well, the disdain was one sided, so I’d keep an eye on her, but her stubborn and rebellious attitude meant that would also be a strike against me.  At some point we reached an emotional cascade in the negative direction.


Main Characters managing to acquire their companions so effortlessly; real life does not work that way! The world gave a little more leeway than Earth seemed to, but in the end things were not going as they should. Things really were troublesome.


Setting Ria to rest, I stepped outside to do some work. Due to Inventory’s limitations starting to crop up, training that didn’t produce products was preferred. <Mage Hand>’s versatility was at a high level, although clearly not matching <Prestidigitation>. It could become deprecated in the future by other spells, but given the difficulty of acquiring those new spells, it would likely have to suffice for a long time.


Again inferior to <Prestidigitation> in terms of how often I practiced it, <Mage Hand> was still second most used spell in my repertoire on a daily basis. Given it was used with a duration to carry things, the volume of castings diminished, meaning despite it being regular cast, it wasn’t like <Prestidigitation> used five times in one go.


Summoning the invisible force repeatedly, I tried to create a second hand while the first was still active. The spell shape <Mage Hand> stayed in the mind after casting, like a control panel. To keep it active, a button needed to be held down. This meant that other spells could be cast while it remained, but the dials and knobs to control it couldn’t be used while focusing on them. When summoning a second <Mage Hand>, it was like building a second control panel, except the same finger holding down the button on the first needed to now hold the one on the second.


All an analogy, of course. I didn’t have an actual mental space where I could attempt to use my toes to operate one panel, and use my hands on the other.


With the quick formation and unintentional dismissal of the <Mage Hands>, it was unfortunately a rather monopolizing training method, lacking in concurrent benefits. But were all the skills that could only be trained by themselves ignored, there would quickly become a large gap in my abilities. There is a difference between the optimal path, and the one that grants the most benefits.


Working singlemindedly, I almost did not catch Tagalong Girl’s approach. I suppose I wouldn't chastise my luck for being used up on such a tier threat; at least it saved my having to explain Necromancy to her.


“So when are we leaving?”


“I meant what I said, and said what I meant, *an elephant’s faithful 100 percent*. There isn't an exact date yet, but we will likely leave in a little over a week’s time.”


“So if that’s the case, why take the effort to speak with me later?”


“Oh *Tagalong Girl*, use your head. What do you know about traveling? You picked Rion because he has magic potential, but what was your actual plan after that?”


“There was still time, I didn't have to think of anything right away.” She tried sounding stoic, but her usual near monotone wavered. “If Rion became a mage, we definitely could have traveled without any worries.”


“Even though magic users are despised?” I smiled softly at her naïveté. The hate for magic here was lesser even before my arrival, it really bordered more along the lines of envy. Tagalong Girl only ever saw those powerful free wizards walking through, expressing their dominance; it probably never occurred to her that Rion might be one of the duds.


“We could scavenge and hunt for food. We wouldn't be helpless even if we couldn't go into town. Besides, how would anyone know he could use magic?”


“Ah, but the very way you planned to get Rion out of here was with promises of adventure using magic. How did you plan to suppress his desire to practice and show off? What about all the spells he couldn't cast? Not every problem that appears is one you are able to solve.”


Tagalong Girl scrunched her face up fretfully. Her short legs trembling, she stamped the ground a few times, but tried to hold herself back. Perhaps I’d been a bit harsh, but what an adorable tantrum.


“Don't be so angry, none of that matters anyway. The reason I called you here is to see if you figured out a way to survive without support. I do have my ways to keep us going, but you shouldn't be totally dependent on me. It may be a little much to ask given your age, but it's better for you to learn. Besides, even if you can't manage right now, I can help out until you can.”


“That’s good for me, thank you.” Tagalong Girl took a few moments to decide how to express her gratitude, calming down from her previously grumpy state. It looked like she knew to properly incorporate new information at least. “What are your ideas though? I doubt I would be capable of much at my size.” A pity there wasn't time to have her intern for Street Rat and Co., that would be a learning experience for her.


“Considering we will have to travel through the wilds, self defense will be the first priority. Living is the first step to doing anything, even though it may seem like a bit of a stretch. I suppose the chance of you having a weapon preference is rather low…” I tapped the side of my cheek, thinking. While thinking according to the now was important, I was there to pick up the slack. For her it might be better to pick something she would be compatible with later in life.


“You're teaching me to fight?” 


“Right! I need to see how you fight first. Come, try to…” Figuring the best way to test Tagalong Girl was to have her come at me, I paused. It wasn't like I was like a moving shadow when dodging, I just tanked hits very well. Asking her to hit me as hard as she could was just a strength test, and that wouldn't be very helpful either. “Just come at me, punches, kicks, whatever.”


“How does that help?” A good question.


“You're going to need to trust me out there. If I say something, listen.” I ignored it though. Finding her a weapon would be a guess, but it should at least be an educated guess. That didn't sound cool at all, so I made it a trust building exercise as well.


Awkwardly, Tagalong Girl tried stepping into a stance of some sort. Then she started moving a bit forward to close the distance. I shuffled back when she reached a certain point, maintaining a minimum distance. Stopping she tried to reevaluate her strategy.


Thinking was good, but the enemy doesn't give you time to think. I let it slide because she was just a little girl, I wouldn't be so ruthless right away. I wanted to see what her first move would be as well.


She must have been waiting for me to let my guard down, because when I slouched, she made her move. Surprisingly quick for such tiny legs, Tagalong Girl seemed to be trying to go for a powerful surprise attack. Mm, not bad for a little one.


Pushing after a quick sidestep, she tottered for a second after passing by. Wondering where she went wrong or perhaps feeling it was futile, she paused and let her shoulders go lax. I rolled my eyes.


“Ow!” Landing a chop to the back of her head, I retreated.


“No dallying. There’s a week until we set out. I want you to be able to properly hold a weapon by then. Now don't stop just yet.”


“This is pointless, I can't do anything.” In a huff, she sat on the ground in refusal.


“Still just a kid, eh?” I didn't want to be one of those bone-cracking mentors, and it seemed we weren't up for a training montage either. 


Whap!


“You want to travel with me, you're going to need to learn.”


Whap!


“Don't just sit there. Get up and have another go.”


Whap. Tagalong Girl was surprisingly stoic all of a sudden. I wasn't knocking her upside the head with any real force, but at the very least it should have started to annoy her. Crouching down, I grabbed the top of her head, wobbling it around.


“There’s no point. I'm not going to be able to hit you, and I won't learn anything.” Tagalong Girl spoke haltingly as I wobbled her head around. 


“Who said this was to help you learn cool moves, huh? Just do what I say.” With the last phrase, I tilted her head back and forth with each word.


“I don't get why—” she jabbed me in the stomach with her elbow. “That counts.”


“Pfffft~” That certainly wasn't in the spirit of things. Nor was it like she did any damage with her frame. “Alright, I think I know I good match for you. Now go to bed you rascal.”


“Wait, that’s it?” Turning to face me, Tagalong Girl looked out of the loop, unsure of why I'd been trying so hard earlier. Smiling enigmatically, I gave a thumbs up.


“Good enough, go to sleep. Remember, we only have around a week, meet with me when you can.”


“I don't—”


“You don't need to understand. Go, shoo.” Waving her off, she looked more confused than ever. Watching her creep back towards her house, I thought about a few friends from the past. There really were only so many people, weren't there?

            

    
        Chapter 63: Parental Concern

    
    
    
    
                For a little while longer I mused about some old friends who acted similarly. That planning that ignores intention, a bit of stubbornness that yielded to an easy way out. Once looking at the similarities, all I needed to remember was what was best suited to them. We spent a lot of time together, so it wasn't hard to see where Tagalong Girl differed from them, and what needed to be changed accordingly.

I didn't spend too much time reminiscing about old acquaintances though. I figured that despite the difficulties I faced, they would still be jealous of my situation; not that they would have taken the same path I did in the first place. Time to keep focus on the road ahead.

Going right back into practicing <Mage Hand>, night gradually left, leaving the new day in its wake. Enough time passed that I could try and talk to Ria again, though the forecast of how productive it would be was not sunny. Leaving things as they were was an even worse choice, so I resigned myself to it.

“Come on, just eat.” Ria proceeded to be difficult through the meal. “Eat, and we’ll talk when you're done.”

The girl acted like being fed was the most torturous thing in the world. Her eyes opened only halfway, but looked red and teary. Well, the red have just been from her skin. No need to act like it’s your execution, eat!

“We're going to try having another conversation now. This time, please don't go anywhere. Talk with me.”

“Eep! Why don't you leave me be, why do you keep coming back? I don't want you near me, just go away!”

“I'm taking care of you, I can't leave you. Please realize we are going to have to depart, regardless of your opinion on the matter. Some concessions can be made about the final destination, but you are coming with me.” Ugh, now it sounded like I was abducting her. Why couldn’t she just agree to go along with the plan? “Look at yourself and try thinking about how the members of the church would react if they saw you. Ria, please think this through a little more for me.”

“Well why do you have to drag me away? Someone else can take me, not you!” Ria, unable to escape, curled herself tightly into a ball, shielding herself with the old cover. At least her hysterics weren’t going to get her hurt.

“Hey, why not me?” Actually that raised an incredibly unexpected point. Was she just saying that, or was there a reason why I was unsuitable? I’d thought her vehement disagreement had been over being taken from her home, if the problem was me…I had no idea what that would entail. Ria needed to explain herself a little.

“I don’t like you! You’re making me too...close and I...don wanna bnear you…” There she went. At least she was in a stable position this time, and wasn’t about to crack her head open.

Ria seemed to endlessly be going on about not liking me, but I couldn’t figure out why. I thought things were fine between us until she knew we were planning on leaving, when a bunch of hate suddenly precipitated. She seemed much less affected when not fed mana, but there was no way to tell which way was her base state. Mana could be heightening emotions, or the lack could be dampening them.

Deciding to knock my head on a wall, I cleared my mind of dithering—introducing a few splinters as well. Worth it, because a tide of philosophical and ethical questions were about to invite themselves in. I wasn’t playing around in a game with hypotheticals; Ria would be in danger if she stayed, and there were no two ways about that. I should probably go see Pan about the matter though, maybe he would have an easier time talking to her.

That would have to come at a later time when she could be reawakened, maybe over dinner. For the moment, I would just go about the day.

So Walphaday passed as I worked out in the fields, and helped construct a pen for the chickens. The village only had a few, so they tended cycle through the houses to sleep. The first time I heard Troy tell me the story of how he’d been pecked awake by a chicken in his bed, I’d thought I was being taken for a lark, but no, he was serious. With Ross and Troy, we put up some additional fencing, and with Pan’s approval, picked out a spot for a house.

To be built for Ross and Hannah, the timber hadn’t finished being prepared yet, but when the ground hardened over winter, it would thaw at the same time planting needed to be done. The village only had a few acres among the lot of them, however with the poor tools left, it took more time to work. In addition, it seemed that due to the large amount of lumber that would be available next spring, Pan also gave them the go-ahead to build a larger house. Relatively speaking at least, it would finally be a match for the peasantry’s houses that existed on Earth; though its craftsmanship did seem like it would be more promising.

After staking the boundaries for later, I headed to talk with Pan. Concerned, he followed me to my stone seats to chat. I wanted to lower my head and look at my feet, but being taller than him meant I ended up looking right at him.

“Right, so…”

“What is it?”

“It came up yesterday that the paladins passed through…”

“Yes, they passed by while I was busy, but didn’t raise a fuss. Rion told me as well. It is earlier than usual, are you thinking of setting out sooner?”

“That’s not the exact problem.” Hoo boy, this was a really weird thing to say. “I told Ria yesterday that we would be departing in a week, but she hasn’t reacted very positively. In fact, I would say she is against the idea.”

“That’s somewhat understandable.” Pan shook his head. “I hope you can overlook it, I’m sure she’ll come to understand in time. She can just be stubborn about things at times.”

“I think you may be underestimating the severity of her refusal. It’s odd, since she seemed fine until I brought the subject up, but now...well, I’d like you to talk to her beforehand. I do plan to take her to find a cure, but I’d rather her be more comfortable.”

After an awkward conversation I convinced Pan to talk with her. Figuring it would be best if I wasn't around for the discussion, unlike before, I actually planned to get a bit of distance. They should have their father-daughter talk in private, for realsies. Ria was woken up, and I was out of there before she could say Eep!

The discussion would, or rather could only last 30 seconds. After that, Pan would still need to take some time to think; who knew what would be said between them. It made me feel slightly uneasy about what to do; Ria did not want to come along, even though it was in her best interests...On top of that was her independent personality, making choices for her was not something that would sit well with her. Staying probably meant dying, and going meant possible emotional trauma—what wonderful choices.

I putzed about practicing my magic absentmindedly. Distracted, and without full focus, a <Mage Hand> manifested, concurrent with the first.

What sort of timing is this magic? Can’t you see I am thinking serious thoughts? Nevertheless, I shall gratefully accept your enhancement.

The world had no sense of timing. Well, since such a gift wasn't to be denied, I would make the most of it. Not confident in my abilities of replicating the event, first I attempted to manipulate both at the same time. Less difficult than expected, it was like trying to write with both hands for the first time, presenting minor problems with both, but one would clearly be at a useable level. The other had troubles, unless it followed the exact same movements as the first; there would still be distortions in the commands, but for a task such as carrying loads, it would likely be sufficient.

Getting a little more familiar with operating two <Mage Hand>s at the same time, a mistake was made somewhere, and one of the spell shapes collapsed. It happened when the ‘main’ hand was switched to the other. I had been able to succeed at it twice before during the experiments, but the third time my concentration must have slipped somewhere. About to try again, Pan interrupted the experiment.

His emotional range varied more than a brick, but for the most part Pan kept himself looking composed. It fit his very average physique, and common features and hair color, not neutral, just easy to overlook. Demonstrating a soft spot for his children, this time he appeared more flustered—even angry—than I would normally expect.

“I suppose things didn’t go well, but I’ll continue to do my best.”

“It’s…” Pan started, then stopped for a long while. He looked at me sitting down, and then away again. To the heavens and back to me. I was not on a horse, but the village chief remained speechless. Opening his mouth several times, he at last found some words. “Ria is quite stubborn when setting her mind to something. At first you were fine, since she couldn’t process the world around her, but it seems during your discussions…” Pan stopped, his lack of quirks while speaking a quirk in itself. “She’s gotten it into her thick head that you mean her ill. What you’ve done for the village assures me you aren’t that sort of person. I think I may have calmed her mind a bit, but it will be some time before she decides to change her feelings.”

It seemed as though even Pan was unable to unearth Ria’s deeper motivations. That was unfortunate, but one could hope that her arbitrary reasonings were based on unsteady foundations and would change with time.

“So the only thing to do is let her become acclimated?”

“Unfortunately. Please continue to be patient with her.”

“You don’t need to worry. I’ll find a way to cure her in time, and she’ll be able to return.”

“It may not be the case now, but if she changes her mind and does not wish to come back, so long as she is safe that will be enough.”

“Haha, I doubt that will happen anytime soon, if ever. I’ll make sure she is as unrestricted as possible in the future, as long as that doesn’t hurt her chances of recovery.”

“Thank you. Are there any preparations that need to be made before you leave? Though I can’t act on behalf of the whole village, there are some things that can be supplied to you.”

“No, I...ah, I suppose there is something. How cold are the winters here? We may require warm clothing or blankets. My magic is able to do little on that front other than starting fires.” Pan had smoothly guided us into a more comfortable topic. Inventory did contain many of the goods that would be needed for traveling, but winter jackets were lacking. The rags could be used to make something, but I only had so much good thread, and the yarns here were lacking. That was one reason why Pan’s position was so high as a tailor, good quality thread needed to be conserved. I didn’t particularly want to impose, but walking around in the winter in such thin clothes was not the greatest of ideas.

Especially without any sheep, cloth was a valuable commodity in the village. However with Pan keeping the garments together, they didn’t have a very high turnover rate, so sending some along with Ria and I was not too difficult a task. Thankfully, in addition I was able to get some blankets sent for Tagalong Girl.

Speaking of, that night was her first training session.

            

    
        Chapter 64: Sending Daughters, Did Not Ask For Sons

    
    
    
    
                Trying to settle Ria down before traveling was important, but she would be the center of an escort mission for a while yet. Instead, if the party wanted to survive without my help, it would fall to Tagalong Girl. Not that I had any intentions of letting such responsibility fall on her at the moment, but at the very least she needed to begin to learn the wanderer’s basic skills.


First and foremost, fighting. Despite the relatively low levels of danger thus far, combat was the way of the world, or at the very least, Derriad. Recalling the ‘spar’ we had the other day, I went through my thoughts and prepared a weapon for her. All that was available to me were the looted goblin weapons, and I already handed off the best of the best to Clavi, the best to the Freshmen, and the still-tolerable weapons were in the hands of the Skeletal Elites. I managed to salvage something decent from the trash in the end with a  little work though.


“Ready to head out?”


It was some time past sunset, most of the villagers headed to sleep. However is still wasn’t too late, as Tagalong Girl still needed to get plenty of sleep each day, and that night was also one where I planned to rest. To not be spotted, some distance needed to be put between us and the village. Luckily, the fringes of the forest were enough.


“Are you actually going to teach me something today?”


“Hahaha~, *Tagalong Girl*, have faith, have faith. We will warm up with a light jog.” I started high-knee running in place for a moment, and gestured. “Lead the way, I’ll tell you when to stop.”


Looking skeptical at first, the girl set off, wisely pacing herself, and I walked behind. I definitely needed to keep out of her range of vision. I did have an unfair advantage, being much taller and mostly legs, but it would still be a bit depressing to see me casually strolling along.


I let her go on farther than we needed to, since I wanted a grasp on her stamina. For seven-ish minutes she ran, which seemed pretty good for a kid, before I called for a halt.


“Good job, tell me if it’s too much though.” Starting pant heavily as we stopped, it looked like she planned on pushing herself pretty far. It probably wasn’t her limit, but we had other things to do, and I didn’t want to push her too hard, just enough to take things seriously. Taking a flask from Inventory to hand over, Tagalong Girl greedily gulped it down.


Resting a few minutes to catch her breath, she stood upright again.


“What next?” Hey, you really sound way too robotic. Please put in some emotion, instead of sounding like someone speedrunning a story based RPG.


“Now for your weapon.” From the dark aperture, I slowly pulled out a spear, dark sparks flickering from the portal. Laying it across both hands, I gently presented it to her. She stood stock-still, looking at it in bewilderment.


“Isn’t this just a normal spear?”  Or she was just using her Ultimate Eye to figure out that the unassuming spear was unassuming because it was not, in fact, an ancient artifact.


“Yes. Children shouldn’t play with dangerous things. That’s why you get a regular spear. Also budget cuts. Now take it and let’s get started.”


Tagalong Girl waited to make an impact, and was thoughtful in her movements. The spear-styles I knew of were good for this type of personality. Mostly centered around using the length to keep opponents at bay and striking at gaps; lightweight and extending reach, it made a good choice for the young practitioner.


There isn’t much of a way for the training session to be described. Though I did have a large amount of experience regarding the weapon, it was neither a rival nor focus of mine. A few common stances could be taught, and while options were evaluated objectively, it was instinct that brought them to light for me. An actual spar would let us proceed past the basics, but that time was a long way off.


For the time being, Tagalong Girl could only get used to the types of swings and thrusts. At the same time, I would swing a spear as well, feeling what she was going through. Since she was much smaller, moves needed to be adjusted before being taught to her. In general as we went along, I was feeling much more confident in what I was teaching, though nothing had a name, leading to some confusion. Well, names weren’t that important, if she could figure out what I wanted from vague descriptions, then that would just mean we were on the same wavelength.


A short hour of sweating later, and Tagalong Girl couldn’t continue. Other than breathing heavily, she didn’t make a sound as she silently slumped against a tree, using the spear to support her. Listening carefully, her breathing was quick and deep, but wasn’t hitched. Still, a little more would have probably ended up being too much; future sessions would need to be shortened.


“That’s enough for now, well done. Let’s head back.” Tagalong Girl just nodded. Only a little after we started training, she stopped talking and asking questions; just mimicking what I would do and following my directions, adjusting whenever I said something. Walking back she moved a bit slowly, maybe she did push herself a bit too hard today. 


Lord <Prestidigitation> appeared to wipe the sweat away, I picked her up to carry her back. Too tired to complain, Tagalong Girl accepted the lift, ungratefully squirming about at first to settle herself in. Falling asleep, I wondered if she was more properly qualified as an imouto than a loli in my party. Well, I never carried my sisters about like this; they’re only a few years younger than me, they’d be way too heavy.


Thankfully with my arbitrary body, and untiring limbs, my arms and legs managed to endure the trip back to town without a drop in Stamina. Now that we were a little ways into the night, everyone was sound asleep, so I took Tagalong Girl up to her house. Dazedly, she moved into her house to sleep, shivering a bit in the cold.


Even a blast furnace like myself was starting to feel the cold was a little too intense to be comfortable in. Thankfully, Ria had fallen soundly asleep as well, and I crept silently over to my side of the room to rest up as well.


The next day, a day to meet with the goblins and collect my chikan. There was a warning just two days ago that paladins were beginning to pass through. A small internal debate went on, but was quickly settled in favor of following my routine. The chance of a paladin encounter was rather low after all, and the first group spotted even casually walked through without displaying overbearing arrogance.


I wasn’t about to irresponsibly leave Ria there though. Well, I kind of was, but before I tried disguising her, I woke her and fed her. Since the goblin days had me waking early, Pan wasn’t yet up, so I would have the pleasure of conversing with her that morning. 


“I’m not just going to do what you say. I’ll run back whenever I can, so just leave me here. I don’t care what Dad says about you.” Exhaling while puffing out my cheeks, I accepted her complaints. It seemed like there really wasn’t anything to say that would change her mind, so Ria just had to vent. The situation would worsen when we actually left, and I wanted to be as amicable as possible in preparation.


Continuing to try and express her dislike and intent to escape from my evil clutches, thankfully she fainted after a thirty second eternity. Now immobile, I took out some of the nicer rags from Inventory and began to wrap her up. Looking mummified, herbs typically used for treating burns were set on the seat. For a finishing touches, I pricked my fingers and dabbed a bit of blood around.


It wouldn’t stand against close inspection, but who goes and unwraps burn victims? Even paladins had to have their limits. Feeling that was sufficient, I headed off to the forest.


Coming to collect the chikans, the atmosphere of the goblin nest felt different than usual. The population density dropped was still enough to make any modern city aghast, but the residents looked...smaller on average. Their numbers didn’t seem to have dropped too drastically, but instead it looked like they had all been replaced by the younger generation earlier than expected.


In fact, the farther through the goblin nest I went, the more sensible that interpretation seemed to be. Looking closer, a much smaller proportion of the population had scars and other war wounds that were quite prevalent just days ago. Baring mouths filled with teeth as crooked and discolored as their flesh, I activated Fear Aura. Even less intelligent than their predecessors it seemed, luckily I had just the ability to dissuade them. I wasn't feeling all too hostile towards them, so the effect was suitably dampened.


Wondering to what extent Fear Aura could be controlled, I probably needed to talk with Khtraal before experimenting on his subjects. It shouldn't be possible to kill someone with the Fear Aura I currently possessed, but strange things cropped up when dealing with magic.


Coming to the usual spot, under observation the kroi ashes were present, but the pile of chikans was much smaller than usual. Much, much smaller. I had plenty, and the 50 still made an impressive pile, but more importantly it showed something was up.


I had gotten into the habit of keeping <Death Vision> active when within the forest. Not only would it warn against attacks, but the constant static present became easier to bear and filter through. My sensitivity towards the blood-red aura was actually increasing with practice, and I assume the other auras as well; but other than the Null Grey that could infrequently be spotted in the forest, I didn't have much a chance to spot them.


Now, I realized every goblin had a bit of the murderous red on their claws and teeth, some where just greater in intensity than others. There were still some I could not discern, but I figured that was due to my own lack of ability. It seemed more concentrated on the battle-scarred goblins, but there were variables I was unaware of. Vamp’s razor sharp claws had a thick red energy to them, yet his teeth had none. 


<Death Vision> greatly improved, yet it still had its mysteries. For the most part, it remained enough to survey beyond the limits of my mental capacity. The sensation may dull when trying to focus on too large an area at once, but it was enough to alert me to an approaching goblin.


Stuffing chikans away, I spotted an excessively red tinted goblin. Not quite rivaling the intensity of Vamp’s aura, his own claws would not lose out to any of the warg riders. On top of that, while the bloody sheen tended to concentrate on the claws or the edge of a weapon, this one’s entire hands built up a dangerous look.


Turning around to face him, he had surprisingly long and thick hair—for a goblin, it only matched the scalp of a human and reached slightly above the shoulders—that was a bright, anime red. As he constantly shifted his limbs, I tried recalling where I had seen him before; the red hair on a goblin certainly wasn't something to forget, even if only seen in passing.


Ah, that’s right, during the battle against the Uhkhjk he'd been one of the warg riders. Not one of Khtraal’s but from the pack that had joined during their march on Yhrack.


“Greedings Alric. Chief tKlor’t’t will meet you.”


“Oh?” It seemed that the distant Chief had decided to visit Khtraal in person. Given how Khtraal and Iyrkraal acted, it didn't seem as though the goblin Chiefs were the sort to easily move about, unless Ychk had been sent due to other issues in the home territory.


Well, I would only remain for a week more or so. With a surplus of inside Inventory, it may be better to see if there were any chunks of XP to grind out before departure.

            

    
        Chapter 65: Be the Bigger Goblin

    
    
    
    
                Though I already knew the location of the dome, the reddish goblin led the way as if guiding me. Twitching, or perhaps flickering, he displayed a great deal of pent up energy. His presence was one important enough to clear a path through the nest, however he did not tell me if he had a name.


The cultural norms of goblin names and identify were too strange for beings so simple; I largely ignored it and just spoke with those important enough to have them. However, the presence of red aura that could be seen with <Death Sense> seemed like a fairly good indicator of strength. From the way the tKlor’t’t moved, he looked like Khtraal or Ychk, he should be powerful enough to deserve his own name. Then again, Vamp didn’t have a name either for some reason. Such a strange race.


Without introducing himself, and not exactly chatty, we swept through the nest to the mud dome in quiet. Standing next to the aperture of the dome, he didn’t even say anything as he waited for me to enter.


Maybe I don’t want to talk to an underling either.


Stepping inside, the large pit fire roared with three figures sitting around it. Ychk and Khtraal, and then a much larger figure, who must have been Chief tKlor’t’t. By his side was a cauldron filled with various meaty chunks, some of which looked feathery, that he would occasionally shovel into his mouth like a handful of popcorn. For a second I thought of using <Prestidigitation> to make it taste like popcorn too, but restrained myself.


Their guest having arrived, the three stood up. tKlor’t’t looked over in curiosity, as Khtraal watched tKlo’t’t, and Ychk in turn watched all of us, stepping back from the fire as his position was the lowest amongst us. It seemed I counted as an ‘honorary chief’ of some sort, surpassing his position of visiting dignitary. Proximity to the flame was an odd way to display social standing, but all such things are rather arbitrary, aren’t they?


“So you are the human Alric?” Chief tKlor’t’t moved towards me as though he were a ghôl, even hunched over he far surpassed the size of his fellow chief, both in height and girth. “You are much taller than I anticipated. I am the goblin Chief tKlor’t’t, Manyretch in your tongue; named after the number of spawn I have created. Such is where the name of my nest tGarb’t’t, Manyspawn, comes from.” Despite being rather large, I did stand the better part of a foot over him.


He may have been shorter, but realistically speaking with his broad body and stocky limbs, he physically should have resembled a stocky mountain, or perhaps a troll. Yet that sort of air was totally absent from him, and the counter-impression was only reinforced by his exquisite and expository speech. The voice made shouldn’t have been able to be produced by such a goblin, there were no traits of variation from his smaller kin other than his massive size and enlarged frame. The Chief had the appearance of a Boss Monster, not a powerful Variant.


He spoke smoothly, in voice and meaning, putting even Khtraal’s rather adept Derrish to shame. Fully explaining things, tKlor’t’t’s eyes hinted with wisdom underneath those sagging bits of flesh where eyebrows should have been. Instead of a beastly creature, he was more reminiscent of those clever folk who played as monsters to lure enemies into a false sense of security. 


This chief was the sort to be praised, while at the same time watching your back.


“I am indeed Alric, a human magic user.” I responded with some of my own cards. While tricky, if you did not run afoul of them, they were excellent allies. They were usually able to see the forest through the trees and not betray those who would benefit them in the long run. “I fought alongside Iyrkraal to break the Uhkhjk wargs.”


We entered a standoff, staring at each other with only the crackling of the flames beside us. Unlike a show of dominance, it meant nothing more than an evaluation of the opposite party. Wordlessly and without incident, we turned back to the fire, and everyone returned to the floor.


“So, why have you requested my presence? I doubt we’re here to cozily sit around the fire and eat chikan.” I gazed through the fire, casting a glance at tKlor’t’t to my right. Proper goblin etiquette (hah!) had the members sit equidistantly from each other around the flames. Despite his lax mouth, he smirked before ripping off a small piece of meat from a chikan.


“Our contract was fulfilled today as well. Chikans I collected would be given to you. tKlor’t’t happened to scour the forest for some to eat as well.” Khtraal explained himself levelly, as if the matter had nothing to do with him. Ychk on the other hand narrowed his eyes at the excuse. “Your presence is not something that has gone unnoticed, your strength is that of a Chief. I have received threats from other tribes, and they will band together if your existence continues. I could say you were killed when you depart, but then I will lose an advantage. I will trap them, and use you to strike.”


“Tell me more about the plan before we negotiate further. Just how many enemies are there, and how do you expect to defeat them?” Goblin warfare wasn’t something where precision warfare was useful. In the first skirmish, the numbers there were small in retrospect, tactics couldn’t be implemented on a larger scale. With the exception of the elite units, it was a meatgrinder of numbers. When dealing with armies in the order of hundreds of thousands, trying to be clever didn’t usually work out.


Which meant dealing with multiple enemies each on the same scale as you was a terrible idea. Goblins ate relatively little—otherwise the forest would have been reduced to nothing long ago—so logistics were also much simpler. Don’t forget the fact that a fallen comrade also made a good meal. Lacking many characteristics of a human army, travel didn’t matter much, weaponry and training added little, they only needed to sleep four hours, requiring no lodgings, and on such a large scale, a single two or three multiplier meant an additional few hundred thousand marching on you. Nests were important, but in some part goblins were the nest, they didn’t require supply lines and other conventional human limitations.


I was very intrigued by how Khtraal thought he was going to outmaneuver the other chiefs.


“Split and swarm. They believe that tKlor’t’t is spying for them when he is working for me. Four other tribes plot against me, and with the info tKlor’t’t has given me, I have devised a way to destroy them. Your, alongside Iyrkraal, Khthju and the majority of our warg riders will all strike at one position. Securing a quick victory, the army you accompany will reinforce the other groups. You will report back to me at the end, to be dispatched to an appropriate battlefield before the task is complete.”


“I see.” I see this sounds suspicious. tKlor’t’t had been subtly trying to gauge both myself and Khtraal; there were several more layers I’d yet to uncover, “In that case, I would like to ask you to grant me the finest sword and spear in your possession as payment. It need not be done before the war, I just need the very best.” There was no way some part of this deal wasn’t faulty, but I could make it through anyway.


“Excellent. Ychk, go find our best weapons to deliver to Alric. tKlor’t’t, inform him of the plans, Khthju will need to be told as well, but he is not allowed within.”


“As you say Chief Khtraal. Follow me outside, human.” Ychk had already gotten up, and I noticed a look of satisfaction on the chief’s face before he entered one of the interior huts. A sardonic smile appeared on the mountainous goblin’s face and he received one in return. It looked like the only one out of the loop was the one trying to pull the wool over our eyes.


Letting him lead the way, Chief tKlor’t’t knuckle walked to the outside. The red goblin, Khthju, Longhair, I guessed, awaited impatiently. The ground near where he’d been waiting had faint scorch marks, although they’d been scuffed around with the dirt in many places.


“Follow me. We are going to discuss the plan in a private location.” Khthju looked oddly at his chief, and then to me in confusion. “Speak the human voice in his presence. He will be part of it.”


“Says the chief.” The tKlor’t’t responded after a moment of struggling what to use as his words. Falling behind the two of us, his confusion implied this likely wasn’t a trap, but I devoted a bit of my mind to him in case he was a good actor. We moved forward to the northeast, where I usually went after collecting my chikans. The links with the skeletons were all still fine, but the broad chief wasn’t totally ignorant of my movements.


“So why did you agree so easily to that foolish raal’s plan? Especially that parting shot of his, you have full awareness of his plots.” After a while of walking, observing the surroundings carefully, Chief tKlor’t’t began a conversation as we moved.


“I must say I’m certainly not aware of all of his plots; that’s why I’m taking the time to discuss things with you. He clearly made an effort to put the two of us on bad terms. Choosing between myself and your subordinate—a pity that like the matter of the chikans, I don’t particularly care all that much; even if hadn’t noticed, you still could have spoken to me without ill will on my part.”


“Khehge, how amusing. I should lead with the fact he likely isn’t trying to kill us, it would just be a happy side effect for him. At least, not yet he isn’t. This is something I’ve taken into account, but I do plan to honestly help him. Is your course of action going to be detrimental to him?”


“You can tell Khthju to calm down; I do plan to help Khtraal. No matter what, I can always escape, so I see no harm going along with him.” I smirked, unnecessarily turning my head sideways, so the red goblin and I could see each other’s faces. Unintentionally, or just without thinking, I noticed the air near his palms distort. “Besides, it seems this fiery fellow will be by my side. What a magnificent spawn. I’d say he almost matches Vamp.”


With agility unbecoming of his size, tKlor’t’t swung his arm back at great speed. Khthju didn’t know what hit him, and skid across the leafy forest floor. Despite the impact of the meaty hand sending him over a dozen feet, the wounds he suffered looked superficial. Still dazed, he started to get up in a kneeling position, then quickly rushed towards the continuing forms of myself and his Chief.


“You have quite the ability to incite people, yet you were still confident. If you could fight as Gorbwrae did—indeed, when you say ‘Vamp’ do you mean the black toothed Iyrkraal?” 


“Yes, is Gorbwrae his actual name? Vamp is short for *vampire*, a rising dead from my homeland; they have pale skin, do not tire, and have sharp fangs. It seemed to suit him.”


“Hm, I thought you looked different from other humans I’ve seen. I believe ■undead■ is the word used by humans for that kind of being here. And he has no name for a related reason. Humans aren’t oft fond of learning about our reproduction, so I will cut to the chase by saying I believe he is part undead. The method Iyrkraal uses to produce his children is taboo, for which he has been outcast, but a goblin with undead heritage crosses a certain line. Iyrkraal has kept him with as low profile as possible, though that does not work well considering his abilities. Were word to get out, some chiefs would crusade against him, able to rally all the nearby tribes to fully exterminate him.”


“That seems like quite the reaction, considering how you speak of him.”


“As you might have guessed, while not taboo, my methods of creating spawn are unorthodox. Gorbwrae is an excellent fighter, but there is a fatal flaw in his body. In our language Gorbwrae means birthless, but neither can he spawn from the gut or blood. Yet he consumes much more than I would in battle. To me, this is too wasteful, but not to the point where I have an enmity with him and Iyrkraal. Though that raal irks me for other matters….

“To the other chiefs, the undead are a terrible thing. Unable to be eaten after battle and most are resistant to the bulk of our attacks, they are wasteful. When they come, they weaken the nest. In human terms, they would best be referred to as a famine. Undead appear only rarely, but when they do, it is usually around large battlefields.”


tKlor’t’t spoke those last words slowly in implication. Very close in your guess, good chief, but not exactly. Though if you accept Vamp for who he is...well, I have never once been wasteful with corpses.


“Oh? Is that why we’ve come to this battlefield? To search for undead? My, there’s not much point is there, all these bodies were already going to waste.”


Indeed, though we entered what should have been the battlefield a while ago, most of the bodies long since vanished. Dustcaps sprouted up from the bodies near the edge, and other decomposers also worked their way in. Goblins hadn’t approached this area in quite a while.


“It is quite curious. Usually there would be more bodies, or swarms of flies or beetles. There are many patches where the bloodscape has completely vanished in fairly circular patterns. If an undead is at work, it is more intelligent than most. Perhaps it could be bartered with to help us?”


“You’re making me blush.” I laughed at his amusing lead in. Then I slowly halted amidst the corpses and giblets. I asked in a grave tone, “Would you and your spawn really work with the undead?”


“So long as what is mine does not suffer, then yes.”


The response wasn’t one of altruism, but greed. It may be fickle with allegiances, but it is a very honest feeling. So long as what belonged to him did not suffer, I had no doubt that he would stick to his word. 


“Well it’s a pity I’m not undead.” I shrugged, and the Chief’s eyes narrowed in irritation. I held up a finger before he could speak. “However…”


With a flourish, my hand gestured across the battlefield. Piles of flesh fell away, and skeletons removed themselves from gutted bodies. Spryly getting up shaking themselves as if their limbs had fallen asleep, one after the other rose to their feet. Covered in blood, and flicking off flesh, under the trees a forest of bones stood at parade rest.


“I am a *Necromancer*.”

            

    
        Chapter 67: Co-conspirators Concurrently Chat and Check Corpses

    
    
    
    
                Skeletal Laborers filed themselves into an array behind me, blood red and bone white making them look like a bunch of candy canes if you thought of it. Well, the goblins didn’t know what candy canes were, so they were terrified.


At least, Khthju trembled.


Chief tKlor’t’t took a heavy step back at first, but his facial expression didn’t change. He was quite the impressive character. It only took moments before he changed gears  from being on guard to surveying them. He had rather keen eyes.


“They each seem a little stronger than the average spawn, but they are still rather weak.”


“Yes, well they were created with the intention of gathering bodies. Creating proper warriors takes much more time. As I am traveling soon, I likely wouldn’t be able to take them with me, so I made them out of scraps essentially. Why not take a look at some of the better ones, now where are they?”


Closing my eyes, to help focus, I connected to the Skeletal Elites that had been left behind. To help disguise them, the group had been rather spread out. We just happened to have stopped in an area where the Skeletal Elites were a little distance away. I ordered all of my undead to return to me. A few more appeared from the trees, the skeletal laborers and elites that had been further away hurrying their bony pelvises back to me.


“They aren’t the greatest, but they are a bit better. If I am in the area and they are equipped, no generic spawn would stand up to us. There is yet another level above them, not by a vast amount, but enough to make a difference.”


tKlor’t’t observed the skeletons for a while. Looking very thoughtful, his spawn had lost the fearful look, but became even more jittery, shooting the occasional spark out of the palms.


“They are all under your complete control?”


“They have no will of their own. I can command them within 100 meters; they can follow instructions outside that, but beyond that point I can only order them to return.” 100 meters was a bit of an understatement. No need to tell him about all my abilities in microscopic detail. Then again, if I do go through one more massive battle, perhaps I could get in a level up or two to improve the range again. I’d have to work hard soon!


“How many can you possess? You must have taken far more bodies than you currently have undead, unless something else is happening to them.” tKlor’t’t began asking questions, one after the other. They were the kind for evaluating strength, but also in the manner that implied he had a plan forming.


“For reasons you can guess, I have mostly hidden my powers. I have only been making a small amount of them when I come here. I have not found a limit to the number that can be created, but it is my own mind that gives commands. If acting in unison, it is easy; if separate, hard. Currently the amount you see before you can be reasonably well controlled on an individual basis. Collecting the bodies has also served to train this as well, and I have been experiencing non-negligible improvement on that front.”


“Time to create each?”


“The elites generally take a few hours to fully process. Less than 15 minutes for a Skeletal Laborer.” I looked happily at the goblin chief, who hunched down on his knuckles, staring at the ground as he processed the answers. “Do you have a plan?”


tKlor’t’t looked up after a moment.


“We do still need to go over Khtraal’s plan. I will tell you what I think we should do.”


After hearing what tKlor’t’t and Khtraal planned, it quickly became apparent that while the lower tiers of goblins might just be dumber than dirt, their leaders were far different. Some may call it just a different form of stupid, but I thought the trap they were trying to set up was beautiful.


You see, the other chiefs thought Khtraal thought tKlor’t’t was spying for him, when in reality he was a double agent. Instead, he and Khtraal just wanted them to think that, but at the same time he was a triple agent for Khtraal, here he was working with me to alter the plan further. Well, since he still thought of himself as allied to Khtraal, he wasn’t quite a quadruple agent, but everything basically hinged on misinformation.


Through deceiving the enemy, because tKlor’t’t was thought to be on their side, he could claim they were discovered, but then point out Khtraal’s newest movements. These being false, the opposing chiefs would march towards an area that had been prepared, and was not in fact, a weak target. Faking faking moving to aid Yhrack, he would instead attack one of the oncoming armies, that he knew the path of, since he was on their side. By quickly destroying the smaller western army that should have come as a surprise to Khtraal, they would then be able to retaliate against those coming from the east.


I’m sorry I can’t fit a diagram here. It would make a lot more sense.


The reason we were conspiring is because the most dangerous parts of the mission belonged to us. Myself, Vamp, Khthju, and many of tKlor’t’t warg riders were charged with destroying, or at least vigorously fighting, an entire army by ourselves until backup arrived. Needless to say, such a task was nigh impossible for our small group, though the forces of Kugu(Broadnose) were admittedly weaker than his fellow chiefs. Still, neither of us would be surprised if the ‘help’ from the main forces came a bit slowly.


As for tKlor’t’t’s army, they too would be fighting in an intense area, and at the very least would end up seriously damaged. After the dust settled Khtraal might attempt an assassination, since his elites would have suffered less damage. Trying to kill an opposing chief wasn’t totally uncommon, but their power levels were so disparate from the rabble it would take a number of elites, or another chief to take them down. If the battle took the lives of many of his elites, then he would lack a shield of at least semi-competent warriors to help defend him.


Surprisingly, tKlor’t’t planned to go along with things; he explained that sites of death usually became possible nests over time. Trading his old nest for Yhrack after the dust settled, the claim would extend to the land that included the major point of conflict, possibly netting him two close nests. It seemed that the areas goblins settled were not arbitrary, but were some sort of magical area which helped sustain and strengthen them. Most goblins were not consciously aware of nests, and even among chiefs, tKlor’t’t boasted that he knew the most. The reason he’d given Khtraal to trade nests was that he would be closer to the west were intelligent animals settled. 


Apparently he received buffs from a good meal as well. Not surprising given his size.


“Show me how strong they are.” A demonstration was needed before he decided how to alter the plans. tKlor’t’t sent Khthju forward. “I would prefer it if he is not killed.”


“The same does not apply to my side. While I would rather not lose them, I would rather not overestimate their abilities. Your spawn may attack it full force. If he has the energy, I have four undead I would like him to face.”


I wanted to test the Skeletal Laborers I had in abundance, a skeleton made from a standard set of bones, and a standard zombie. I’d rather not waste the Skeletal Elites, and I could simply assume them to be at least at the level of their mediocre kin. The fourth test would be to see the difference between controlling, and letting them operate on their own.


Khthju waited, crouching over and building up power in his hind legs. A fragile laborer made out of disfigured bones stepped up, undoubtedly about to return to the grave. By default I would control each round, they seemed to be outmatched enough already. If one managed to not spontaneously combust, I would then follow it up with an autonomous round.


Khthju crouching at the ready, I, or rather the skeleton, made the first move.


Lacking a lot of body mass, and not requiring large muscles to exert force, the skeleton sprung forward. A bone arrow flew forward, Khthju reacted more explosively in turn. Due to their difference in mass, he aimed for a head on collision, claws outstretched. In flight, the laborer could do nothing to alter its course, suffering a direct hit.


At the point of contact, I watched the collision, intrigued about how the strike would fare against bone. Even hitting large branches is rather painful, despite being made of the poorest materials, it still shouldn’t have been that easy to break.


Khthju narrowed his claws into a spearhead. On contact with the ribs, they broke through the first, and the second began to fracture; at that point the fingers pulled away slightly, letting him use his palm to destroy up to the fourth rib. That would certainly be a lethal blow.


Too bad skeletons were already dead. As the laborer was struck, it grabbed the goblin with its bony arm. The momentum from striking its ribs along with its new pivot point sent it swirling, the additional force helping to gouge small scratches across Khthju. Like a scarf, it flung around the goblin’s neck, contorting its flexible body into a chokehold, but that was the end for it.


After setting its bones around Khthju’s neck like a crab cracker, it continued using its momentum to swirl around, slightly shaking the goblin. Unfortunately, its material properties were too weak, and when an arm was raised into its path, the laborer shattered apart. Left with only a few claw marks on the shoulder, Khthju stood victorious after a single raspy cough.


“How demonic. I would say it could match four at most, after which it wouldn’t be able to kill more than one before being defeated. If there are even more than the situation would become different as well...Bring out the next one to fight him.” tKlor’t’t evaluated. I shrugged, tougher goblins had similarly tougher hides, the bones of the laborer couldn’t handle it. I didn’t think they’d be able to take down four, but I had controlled it individually. Then again, there were mitigating factors to that boon, and tKlor’t’t knew enough of goblins to make a more accurate statement than I.


At the same time, my laborers brought me the bones they just collected from an average body. Crowding together, they each held a bone in place. The new, generic skeleton was summoned standing up, just for kicks. Looking into its soul a little, it did outrank the laborers by a small margin, but I would only say it was the difference of around two or three stat points.


 With slightly more resilience, in the second round the minion charged straight on. Testing the difference in power, Khthju now winced slightly as he continued to tear through the bones. The newly created skeleton managed to get in a few slashes to the arms, but they were hardly more than superficial. Heroically moving in to grapple, even after losing its legs, the skeleton made one last attack, only to have its skull ground to powder. You will be missed, SkeletonTest_01.


Having dedicated a bit of Soul Power to Zog, and not wanting to separate him from his hand spider, a corpse crowd surfed over the spectators, plopping at my feet. How irreverent, that would be their comrade in a few moments. For a few moments.


Zombie was cast, and it slowly got to its feet. Not actually all that slow, it just seemed lacking in comparison to the agile skeletons. Its defense would be a bit higher at least.


Facing against the dull, glassy eyes, Khthju tensed uneasily. It seemed skeletons and corpses were interpreted differently by him. I wondered if it was something about whether it could be eaten or not, at least among tKlor’t’t that was probably a major cultural value.


Unlike before, the zombie did not rush forward to attack, instead ambling forward in a ready position. Khthju remained as he was for a few moments, before making the first move; his spearhand technique. While it may work well against skeletons and goblins, to my dissatisfaction it looked like zombies would be the better choice in the upcoming battle.


Adjusting the zombie only slightly, the goblin’s arm passed in the front, a chunk of flesh dropping from his hand out the back. It was only because this was within my plans that he pierced it unhindered though. Turning, the zombie twisted and locked Khthju’s arm.


After days of dissecting goblin corpses, making sure no bit was out of place, and only those suitable were saved to become zombies, I dare say even tKlor’t’t could not rival my knowledge of goblin anatomy. I may not be aware to what heights an actual goblin could reach, but I was certainly aware of the material properties of their various components and how they fit together.


The zombie may not have been very strong in comparison to Khthju, but falling to the ground generated enough force to dislocate the arm. The red goblin shrieked, and reached with his other arm to start tearing away at it. Biting, he recoiled in horror, spitting out what flesh came off in his mouth. All Khthju could do was slowly tear away  at the zombie’s body, throwing chunk after chunk to the ground.


Luckily for him, there wasn’t a great deal else I could do. Falling put the zombie in a very disadvantageous position, it could only batter the goblin’s legs to upset his balance and try to hold on a little longer. However it did do much better than the skeletons.


A fluke! It’s just a type advantage! This guy would only be able to take down one enemy, skeletons are clearly superior!


One side of the undead mutilated, it looked like someone dropped a spiked weight halfway over the body. Using his good arm, Khthju tore a wider hole through the chest to free himself more gently. It looked like I had used <Corpse Explosion>, the giblets and spray of blood were so far flung. 


“Shut up.” tKlor’t’t commanded his yowling spawn, who complied. “It looks like the fourth test cannot proceed. In any case this will be good cover for when we return. We don’t want to look too friendly.”


“Ah, that is true. I suppose you’re about to request I make as many zombies as I can before the battle?”


“Yes. Even if it is only a hundred that would be enough if they lead the attack. You don’t mind if that many perish, do you?”


“Of course not, there will be plenty of bodies to choose from afterwards, won’t there?”


“Yes, you will take what you can. Instead of staying stationed in Yhrack, my main army will move with you early on to attack Kugu. With those zombies, we will be able to slam through his forces. It needs to be done early, before the planned fight, so we will have to do so for an extended period of time, I take it that’s no problem?”


“Then we return to battlestations, you still in possession of your spawn and warg riders, and myself still alive. I think I could have accomplished that anyway, but I’ll certainly be able to gather more resources this way. Will your spawn not shake themselves at the sight of the undead?”


“Unlike those other Chiefs, I make sure that my spawn will obey me. My word is law among them.”


“Then I will see you on the battlefield. Will you leave first, or shall I?”


“I’ll give you time to collect a bit more.”


With a toothy goblin smile, tKlor’t’t departed, Khthju in tow. What a fun fellow to be around.


Calling out Clavi and the Freshmen, I ordered them all to begin bringing me bodies, and I got to work bolstering the ranks of the undead before heading back in the early evening.

            

    
        Chapter 68: To stab back at backstabbers, or stab back at backstabbers stabbing back?

    
    
    
    
                Quite a few hours later, 32 goblins walked the earth once more. Leaving the minions to hide as usual, I headed back to Oirk. I wanted to check in if Ychk found any good weapons in their armory before returning to the village. Heading to the dome, I met with him without incident. 


“Chief will speak to you again. Sorry for the behaviour. Iyrkraal sends regards.” The human goblin declined his head slightly in apology. It felt more reminiscent of someone apologizing for a party member’s usual antics than anything genuine, but he wasn’t exactly at fault in the first place.


“I suppose I shall see him then.”


Entering, the flames that fed on the bones ran lower, only leaping to about waist height—for a goblin—before flickering out. The embers along the bottom gave off a dark crimson glow; the colors of the world seemed much more vivid than I remember those on Earth being, or perhaps I simply can’t remember correctly.


Khtraal seated himself opposite of the flames, with a look indiscernible to a human. It was either joyful smugness, or somberness. Who even knew. He gestured for me to take a seat.


“I see you and Khthju didn’t get along very well.” The Chief grinned; probably trying to look great and terrible, but I only saw him as a conjurer of cheap tricks. 


“They were just wondering as to the extent of my abilities. We didn’t part on terms where they would engage in hostilities. Not that he could anymore.”


“Hkejk, you are a human that can really understand goblins! Why don’t you watch your back while fighting...unfortunate events can happen to those who are blinded by greed.”


“Hoh?” This was a little too straightforward to refer to the very person you’ve tried placing into a trap. The metaphors were a little to blunt, even if you did like to give your opponent ironic foreshadowing beforehand. Though a bit transparent in his little schemes, the raal wasn’t this foolish, so I concluded it had to do with tKlor’t’t. “What might happen when someone tries to eat more than their fill?”


“Their leader may become upset with them.”


“I’m sure their...comrades would like to have them removed as well then. If that’s what the leader wished.” We played around with metaphors for a bit, which moved across cultural barriers quite well, even if a host/guest metaphor would have been more natural to me. I was already conversing with a foreign species in a foreign language in a foreign world, so desiring metaphors I liked better was a bit presumptuous of me. In the end the raal decided to get to the point.


“He did inform you of the battle plan, did he not? After the main battle is over, you can make your way back to him and execute him once you and the army make their way back to Yhrack. As you may have realized, his loyalties aren’t stable, once he’s commanded his armies and helped win, his presence only makes things uncertain. Since you will be departing soon, the fallout surely won’t trouble you, and the blame can be carried away to lands unknown.”


“My, what a clever plan.” I suppose if I weren’t the one in the dangerous position it wouldn’t be a bad idea at all. Only if I were sending a powerful goblin to assassinate one of the few people who can rival me in power, I would be somewhat more concerned about where their loyalties lay. Khtraal may have overlooked this, but it would be best to assuage him with a very trustworthy emotion, banking on my acting skills and foreign expressions to get me through. “But what exactly is in it for me? I’m already doing a great deal for your clan for a very low price. Admittedly I am fine doing even more, however the risks of this seem a bit more than the simple task of fighting thousands of lesser goblins. I don’t particularly see much in your possession that I happen to desire to compensate.”


“There are plenty of riches I have stored away. Many of them are rarities that have been collected over the generations. Some have little use to us, but a shaman like yourself would find them useful. After the battle, I’m sure I will accumulate even more.” He may have called them useful to me, but didn’t he just say that they were basically trash to him? This guy was getting a bit too heavy handed, always wanting me to take his junk as payment. Well, I wasn’t in it for the rewards, and the treasures the goblins amassed over years of conflict did intrigue me.


“Good enough, though just one might not be satisfactory.”


“Make sure you finish him, and you can have a dozen.” Oh wow, a dozen; I guess that must mean these are really valued items, Chief. Seriously, you’ve gotten way more arrogant since I first saw you, was that victory really such a show of your power?


“I thank you for your generosity. And my payment for participating in the battle?”


“Ychk should have it ready by now. That will be all.”


Dismissed, I stood up and walked out of the cavernous dome. Sure enough, Ychk waited with a sword in hand outside. Such a magnificent sword, it was so powerful it radiated an aura of familiarity—


Hey hold on. Isn’t this one of the swords the Poran brought with them?


Oh man, it really was. I resisted the urge to smack my head against the adobe wall until it cracked. If I had wanted, I could have gotten one of those myself.


The real reward was the corpses, experience, and soul power that awaited me, so I didn’t feel too bad about it. Besides, the sword actually wasn’t all that bad. Ychk informed me that the spear I desired would be given to me after the battle, the weapon was needed by one of the warg riders, and I couldn’t monopolize both of the the clans ‘best’ weapons. It was actually a bit pitiful that it could even be fobbed off as one of the best. Opposable thumbs and tool use really were great, not to mention being smarter than a dorf.


Since I didn’t know where tKlor’t’t was, there was no way to casually pass by and interact with him. Vamp was still away on some mission of some sort, so there was no point in staying any longer, and I left.


Back at the village, I let Pan speak with Ria again over dinner. Not sticking around to eavesdrop, Ross and Troy were beginning to dig up the foundation for the house, and I headed over. Since there weren’t many shovels, only a few people were able to help at a time. Trading off with Markus(Corsair’s father), he stuck around for a few moments to chat with me before heading off.


Digging around, Ross and Troy talked about the upcoming tax season. Due to rising tensions with Mersk[sic], there was a drop in the number of merchants about, including the ‘tax flies’. A rather interesting concept, while the paladins and their crew preferred coins, they naturally ended up needing to accept goods from the countryside. There was a limit, and of course they demanded much more than the standard market price, with lower rates for more cumbersome items.


Naturally, some merchants would try and take advantage of this by coming around before the paladins, buying up goods for a slightly less criminal price. This rarely was a deal, but for a place like a village which sat two weeks from Glaucen, they wouldn’t have time to go and exchange their goods at market price every season. These unscrupulous merchants were called tax flies, since they were often found buzzing about during that time of year.


However their presence, while making things a bit more convenient for the members of the church they preceded, it also dropped the value that could be extorted. When periods of conflict rolled along, Derriad found itself in need of more resources. So along with artisans that created useless gew-gaws, the middlemen were conscripted as well to increase both their army and profit.


One might slip in before the paladins actually arrived, but the brothers warned me against taking any of their deals. Besides, Pan planned ahead for every fall to minimize the unfair losses. The village didn’t have to hand over a pound of flesh to make their taxes each year, or at least not any more than the usual 12 ounces.


It turns out that part of Corsair business in the city was making exchanges for items the paladins could easily accept as payment for taxes. I guess there had just never been a reason to tell me, though that still didn’t excuse his rude behaviour.


After a while of digging it became late enough that everyone called it a night, and we split.


Naturally, my day would not be finished so soon.


“Allllright! Let's keep up the pace a little looonger~” In imitation of a personal trainer, I gave words of encouragement to Tagalong Girl as we(she) ran. I watched her more closely this time so I could better gauge when to stop. “Okay, that’s far enough!”


We ran for only a slightly shorter distance than the day before. Endurance needed to be built up over time, and I wasn’t going to make the stupid mistake of forgetting that everyone else in this world happened to have normal bodies. Maybe other stupid mistakes, but not that one in particular. Tagalong Girl would properly build up stamina by exercise and getting plenty of protein. Well, other than fish, all I really had were chikans, and I guess some alchemical herbs to act as spices.


“So today…” Taking out the spear and tossing it, she made an attempt to catch it, but it fumbled away into the grass. “We will be training up dynamic vision and *kinesthetic* sense. The basics are constant, but you are you, everyone develops their own style. At least, all the successful fighters do. Well, not all successful fighters, but the good ones, some people overlevel to wreck *scrubs*.” Hmm, I should probably plan out my speeches a little more. Nah, that’s way OOC for me. “Point being, now that you know some of the basics, you’re just going to keep facing things to get used to handling the weapon.”


So it wasn’t so much me tutoring her as training not under live fire. That’s how I learned playing all my VR games, although when I really got into a weapon I suppose I did have the magic of the Internet to back me up at times. This would be like that, a bit of practice that wouldn’t be of any danger to her, and Tagalong Girl would be a Legendary Spear User in no time.


“How am I supposed to do that?” I started stepping away, and Tagalong Girl was confused about what she was supposed to do. About to follow, she stayed put when I stopped about 10 meters away.


“Keep your eyes on the ball lass.” First impressions are important, so the first shot would be a bit difficult. Snapping a piece of stone from Inventory, in an instant it flew past her face. Tagalong Girl did start to raise her weapon, but by the time the spear was in position the cloud of dust was already settling.


“Wha—”


“Ahaha~ don’t worry, I’ll lowball these next ones. Don’t go for the two handed block, even though it looks easier. These things may not be tough but they’re still rocks.”


In my hands I juggled a few softball to baseball sized rocks. With the help of <Mage Hand> I definitely looked cool doing so. Then, I began tossing. It’s not quite as cruel as you think, I wasn’t pitching 100mph fastballs of stones larger than my fist at a small girl; what purpose would that even serve?


Serving underhand slow throws to her left and right, Tagalong Girl of course didn't even graze the first dozen. They passed harmlessly as planned. It would have been nice had she hit them, but whatever, I had plenty.


Around the 15th, she finally seemed to get used to using one hand as a fulcrum. Slightly intersecting with the stone’s flight path, the spear broke it to pieces. After applying decay energy, the structural integrity resembled a cloud of dirt. Not at all something pleasant to be hit by, but even in a freak accident it wouldn't do anything more than bruise.


Along with the fact I pitched to miss her and could pretty much spontaneously summon <Mage Hand> to grab a poorly deflected missile, it was incredibly safe.


Rocks still look like rocks though, and Tagalong Girl put her all into trying to swipe them down. It was a motivating sight, even missing she would continue to keep swinging full speed to meet the next one. Connecting more, I began throwing them on paths that could intersect with her. 


It may have been on easy mode, but she didn't get hit once. I felt quite proud of her.


Exhausted, the tiny girl kept swinging, the spear visibly slowing; yet she pushed on. Not calling quits herself, her thin arms trembled after a while, using the weapon as a walking stick. I pushed a little farther than I ought to have.


Slumping, a stone came straight for her face, but was slapped down by a <Mage Hand>. Even so, the surprise was enough to make her stumble back and collapse on the ground. The fatigue this time seemed to be more mental than physical, but that didn't stop her from breathing heavily.


“Mmn, you did very well.” Praising, the few surviving rocks that survived impact with the groans floated to my Inventory as I cleaned her dusty self up. Crouching down, I scooped her up like last time. 


“Why are you carrying me?”


“You just collapsed, didn't you? *Aniki* won't be troubled by such a light weight—” I tossed her up a few inches. “—and you were too tired to stand.”


Tagalong Girl gave me no further complaints as she was carried back to the village.

            

    
        Chapter 69: Give 1 Chikan to each Player

    
    
    
    
                Anticipation makes the day you're waiting for feel so close, yet so far. Patience can help negate the first, and I knew however slow the day passed the time grew nearer to the goblin conflict. However it wasn't even noon before I dropped out of the time lapse on Thursday.

Staking a fencepost into the ground; Pan had been thinking about getting some sheep from Wodri, a slightly more prosperous village to the south. They had a lot of excess firewood to sell, and it would be enough for several animals depending on the price. Pan figured wool would be a worthwhile investment, so I helped out in making the pen while I was still there. It seemed my presence did bring at least some long term benefits to the village, if indirectly.

Hammering away with some goblin clubs, the posts were smacked into the ground and the surrounding earth tamped. It was looking like a busy day, as Pan wanted the pen sturdy, yet large enough for them to expand the herd later on. Most everyone else was working on more immediate business, but I happily worked away alone. Like Ralph, if it meant getting things done, company wasn’t needed. Then, over the stream on the side with the houses, I spotted a rather large group of white robed figures, accompanied by a horse and cart.

Depending on the outcome, things might just be quite busy today.

I quickly retrieved my haramaki from Inventory and slipped it over myself. Being able to detect magic wasn’t common, but neither was it impossible. Lyssa warned me to always wear it around the Church, on the off chance that they could and it seemed like sound advice. I didn’t want to be taken away because they thought they could get a bounty for me.

The bounty system didn’t really encourage magic users to register, as the result would usually be the same either way; service to the church. For the most part, it just helped create animosity towards mages and keep them suppressed. I managed to get out of it because I was able to make connections. Well, if I didn’t think that was possible, I wouldn’t have revealed I was a mage in the first place, but that would have been even less fun than hiding my Necromancy powers all the time.

Lyssa made no mention of paladins or clerics being able to detect certain types of magic, but it would probably be safer to shy away from the incoming troop. Being safe is for suckers and sidecharacters though, so I headed back over the stream to observe.

The group was comprised of 10 members. Six wore a metal armor over their robes, formed from metal bands, it looked like a lorica segmata focused on the chest, with only one large plate for each shoulder. Strapped to their backs were very pointy longswords swords. That may seem a bit facetious, but the hilt was conic, and the guard looked like two little daggers sticking out from the sides. While not magical, these were at least actual high quality weapons.

Spread two to the front and back, and one to each side, I suspected these were the paladins. Scowling, even from a distance, I could tell they existed in a perpetual state of malcontence. Hopefully nothing would need to be done about them.

Possibly the cause of their unhappiness, two of the other were dressed with a second cloth wrapped around their robes; starting at the left waist, over the right shoulder, under the left armpit, and around front to terminate at the right waist, it dangled down to the knee area hidden under their robes. They were probably regular clerics, but I was cautious in case they were sound ninja, because it was held together by a cord around the waist, although the knot wasn’t quite as physics defying.

The clerics really brought out the impression of large and in charge. Mastering the Young Master walk, they both appeared too relaxed and too stern in their movements at once. Looking quite pleased with themselves, they each carried a strange mace/polearm combination. About five feet tall and able to be used as a walking stick, the bottom spread out into a flanged mace; each had a different top, the one with darker brown hair had a hook, while the weapon of the one with a chinstrap beard stuck up an additional foot as a sword or poorly designed glaive.

The final two were just teamster suckers watching over the cart. They were dressed in the robes of a Disciple, but they looked like they were just along to care for the animals and load the wagon, so they were suckers.

Moving at a decent clip, the two horse cart looked unladen. They probably worked outskirts in to collect taxes so they didn’t have to double back at the end. A fairly obvious choice of action, but an interesting emergent property made necessary by possible spoilage. The clerics were along to help prevent that though.

As they entered, I watched their movements from my stone amphitheatre, a little ways back from the road, but it wasn’t as if there were any obstructions in the way. So it didn’t seem as though I was observing them, I decided to start plucking a chikan. A mage shouldn’t just stare at the oppressing entity, also having some grilled chikan sounded nice.

Torn a bit between wanting something interesting to happen and not wanting anything unfortunate to happen to the village; I felt a bit of relief as they began to pass through, even if it would be a bit boring. Of course I wouldn’t bring this up if nothing at all had happened.

“What do you mean, we’re in the wrong place?” Cleric Hook shouted in disbelief. I’d missed the previous bit of conversation, much like they seemed to have missed a fork in the road. They were pretty obvious though, so how they managed to do that was unknown. Nonetheless, Hook shouted as if he hadn’t missed a blatantly obvious turnoff as well.

“I told you that we should have taken the road to Gio, but you wouldn’t listen, would you? I’m surprised you managed to learn any Scriptures at all. I guess with nothing in your head, there’s a lot of room for them.”

“By the Patriarch, one of these days I’ll make sure you end up a paladin.” The paladins around Hook glared, but didn’t turn to confront him. It seems the clerics were much higher ranking than expected. Or rather, there were different divisions a Disciple could take, as there was a choice between Vara and Disciple, where one was at least socially seen as lower. In any case, the paladins did not dare voice their complaint.

“Get the horses some water, grab whatever they have here to eat, and we’re turning around. You have half an hour.”

The Disciples unhitched the horses and meekly led them to the stream. Hook and the sassy cleric bickered as they proudly stood back, and the paladins gazed around the village, with one who retained some of his confidence noticing me plucking chikans. Narrowing his eye, a grim smile spread across his face, as he stormed over like rolling thunder.

At least, the paladin seemed to think so, given his saunter. Unfortunately he had a habit of awkwardly rolling his shoulder to the cadence of his steps to avoid what was likely a defect in his lorica. Nevertheless, there was no lack of misplaced self-assuredness in his steps.

“A registered mage out in the sticks?”

“Greetings honorable paladin. I am humbled you take the time to speak with me.” Sounding ecstatic that he was speaking to me, I was mostly trying to suppress my laughter. Dressed up in armor and trying to look menacing, the sounds that came out of his mouth were practically soprano. Man, that poor sap, no wonder he was trying so hard to be intimidating.

“I’ll humble you some more. Finish your business, and roast that chikan up for me. You can go magic up some food for yourself.”

“I will gladly serve a meal for one of the Patriarch’s chosen. I can only hope it is to your tastes.” Speaking in an obsequious manner, I wondered if he’d have me killed. Well my nerves were calm and I sang a song, to myself at least. Finishing plucking the chikan, the paladin watched over me impatiently. Heading to the stream to wash the blood off, I stealthily used <Prestidigitation>. Not wanting to use magic blatantly in front of the paladin, I was also still too lazy to do it by hand.

Bringing the chikan back, I quickly went and stuck it it over a makeshift spit. Spinning it close to the coals, another paladin spotted the tasty meal I was making. Shuffling over, the new arrival spoke with a salted fish hanging out the side of his mouth.

“Oh dang man, chikan? I wish I got some of that.” In a muffled voice, the paladin with a surprisingly straight haircut across his forehead spoke with the fish still clenched in his teeth. “Hey mage, why don’t you magic me up some for me too? Or I can just take this guys share.”

“Stein, I will roast you to death if you don’t back off. This is mine.”

“The man who was once pride of the Church shouldn’t be acting like that, it’s unbecoming.” Oh man, this group of tax collectors was just filled with sassy people. I tried not to be too openly interested in their petty squabbles.

“Can’t say I’m surprised you ended up in this position. There’s no way even your mother could keep you from turning out like this, collecting taxes.” Falsetto spat, luckily not towards the meal in progress. Well, since he’d be eating it there would be no problems anyway.

“It’s not like I’m—” The fish vanished down Stein’s throat and he continued “—upset with how things are. You’re the one who called himself ‘Budding Clover Theo’. We’re way better off than a guy like this that’s been abandoned by the Patriarch.”

Chuckling at Theo, he leaned over to the spit to tear off an undercooked leg for himself. Naturally in his carelessness, the spit started to topple over. Not sure if the grumpy paladin would rather me touch his food with my hands or magic, I went with hands. They were super clean anyway. Keeping the chikan out of the ashes, silent <Prestidigitation>s kept the ashes away. Carefully resetting the sticks, I apologized.

“It seems I did not make the spit sturdy enough. My apologies for troubling the honorable paladins.”

“Hah, see? I don’t have to bow and scrape all day. That’s enough for me, even if we are stripped paladins.” Stein laughed and tore into the end of the leg, taking off bone as well as meat. “I’ll leave you to your meal, Little T.”

Turns out paladins can be Chaotic Neutral as well. Leaving in a jolly mood, he left his fuming compatriot with me. That was not very kind of him. Still, all his useless banter gave me a bit of insight. The paladins chosen to go taxing the peasants were in the demotion sector. That probably explained why so many of them acted out so much, they were pretty much already a terrible lot in the first place and then disenfranchised further.

The clerics seemed to be along because they would actually be needed for the ‘blessings’. I suppose if they were out, they might as well make it not be a total farce, but Hook didn’t seem like the kind to put much effort into blessing peasants. Sassy McSwordstick might, but he seemed to do most things on a whim; the idea of clerics giving blessings was probably bunk.

“Alright, hurry it up!”

“Yeah, let’s get a move on guys. We’ve got to turn alllll the way back now because we decided not to turn at Gio; it was a bad decision but let’s make up for lost time.”

The sound of metal clashed, Hook’s weapon bore down on Sassy but his swordstick had already moved to block it. Apparently it was only a single exchange of frustration, and not the beginnings of a fight. My eyebrows rose, noting there was no damage to either weapon. Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to study it further, as the Event concluded: Lose 1 Chikan(s).

I still had more than I needed, and just set out to make another. The smell from cooking had made me hungry.

            

    
        Chapter 70: Take to the Field

    
    
    
    
                Before the end of the day, I came to realize that the paladins had gone around wreaking a bit of havoc. Nothing too destructive, but they’d literally cracked open a barrel with fish being brined within. A bit upset that at getting fishy liquid on his hands, the paladin oh-so-wisely used his sword to slice the barrel in half. He was probably demoted for anger management issues.

Hanging around, it seemed like there was only some minor harassment going on, and everyone escaped unscathed. For a group that arrived looking pretty pissed, maybe the official tax collectors would be less unruly. At least everything turned out okay.

By nightfall, I’d prepared plenty more fragile stones to use. Waiting next to the tall grass(it experienced some personal growth and we made up), Tagalong Girl was taking longer to meet up. It was possible her parents were just restless and were unable to sleep, so I didn’t mind being patient. In the meantime, grey flames danced about, winking in and out of existence like a depressed strobe light.

Of course, in time she arrived. Slowly approaching, her eyes looked a pensive pensieve grey. A bit of a peculiar colour, but it went so perfectly with her somber face. Perfection aside, though Tagalong Girl was quite the serious fellow, this was certainly outside the standard deviation of her personality. This worried me, not just because training might have to be cancelled.

“Hmm? You’re a bit late there *Tagalong Girl*, is something on your mind?” I kept sitting as she walked over. “What’s up?”

She didn’t say anything in response. I can’t say I really expected her to, she did try to be rather self contained. Internally shrugging, things didn’t work out spontaneously.

“Alright then, light jog tonight.”

Listlessness isn’t the best word for it, as the rocks were tossed towards her, there was no decrease in her performance compared to yesterday. She also managed to improve, even considering I wasn’t throwing as many difficult shots at first. Seeing Tagalong Girl wasn’t beside herself with worry, the pace picked up and the spear continued to smash the stones to pieces. The projectiles stopped coming when she broke into a coughing fit on some of the dust.

“Alric.”

“Mmn?”

“Why are you taking me along?”

“What’s with people and all these whys? Don't you sometimes just get the feeling you need to do something? You want out of the village and don't have a reason for that. Just follow what you want to do in life.”

“But the unknown is uncertain…”

“That’s what’s great about living life yourself! There are uncertainties, and you can figure out what’s behind the curtain. There’s no need to stick to a known path, go off the rails if you want. Or stick to them if you don’t. Everything’s up to you.”

Tagalong Girl turned unresponsive after my monologue, perhaps I had laid it down a little thick. Staring emptily into the distance, she zoned out in thought. I let her stew for a little while before getting behind her and pushing her back towards the village. Too much thinking is bad.

“So I need to be ready to explore my own path.”

“Wherever you walk is your path, whether it's explored already or not. The important thing is it's where you walk.” Patting her out of a daze, Tagalong Girl pulled away and started back on her on feet. I didn't mind carrying her, but that was good too. Her stage of melancholy subsided and we headed back home.

Four more days passed in an instant. The tension in the village didn't rise, and the temperature continued to lower. It seemed only myself, Rion, Pan, Tagalong Girl, Ross and Troy, and Ralph were aware of Ria needing to be spirited away. Compared to the tiny size of the village, that wasn't exactly a small number, but everyone kept quiet, and the matter didn't affect the village.

Fewer people say on the banks fishing, as they had to thresh and winnow what grains they had. My patch of long grass vanished as thatch needed replacing. Cold rains blew in twice during that period, very brief, but it was unusual. Winter was still a small ways away, but I helped set up the drying racks for the fish that would be needed.

Castor also stopped by for a short while, surprising me with how much time had passed. Four weeks, or 32 days, but only under 700 hours. I couldn’t tell if that was long or short. He had a schedule to keep, so we kept our chat short, but I told him to give my apologies to Theodore. I gave him one of Vamp’s teeth to give to my mentor, and him my tiny vat of livewood oil.

I didn’t forget Ruffles, and flavored a radish like refined sugar to feed to him. He looked quite pleased as they resumed their journey.

On my own, I worked to summon legions of the dead. Though it slowed my production some, I still ordered them to collect the few bodies that remained to continue enhancing my control. Another 90 goblin zombies rose up in that time. Putting the numbers at 200, no matter how impressive I felt I was, that was a few too many to individually control. So other than creating them, I spent hours practicing to move them all independently as well. Every other day, my trip back through would start with a splitting headache, and I’d pet Hans while enhancing him on my way back. I think he felt lonely, compared to the armies of undead I was producing, there wasn't much time to spent with him. Clavi at least for to work side by side with me. But other than my time running through the forest, there weren't many opportunities. I needed to prepare.

Tuesday morning rolled around. Like before, I’d given notice I may be gone for several days again. Ross and Troy who were aware I was planning to leave because of Ria realized something was up. Luckily I could just tell them it was *mana*; though it wasn't a very satisfying answer they accepted it.

Hmm, was I really heading out too often? No, there were too many things to be done. I was already practically packing last minute. Besides, depending on the benefits I reaped, I could possibly find some treasure of use to the village before I left as a parting gift.

So after feeding Ria, I departed for my mission.

The sun had not yet risen, and even once reaching Oirk, the shadows from the trees remained plentiful; darkening the already shady surroundings. Yet unlike before when many of the goblins had been lazing about, or generally moving about in a manner that seemed unproductive, they suddenly became unified.

Still stupid, they hadn’t suddenly organized themselves into phalanxes or cohorts, but a general ‘purpose’ spread through the population. Conglomerated into groups, they wielded the weapons of the battle from two weeks ago, meaning a vast number of them were armed. The raal seemed more common than before; at least one was with every pack, not quite intelligent enough to be a leader, but the others would crowd and follow them.

The amoeba-like groups shifted their way around as I made my way to the warg ‘pen’. They lived on the outskirts of the goblin nest, and had a symbiotic relationship, but not all wargs had riders. In fact, the grand majority of them were wild—at least, as wild as an intelligent creature could be. Comparing how the black canines had ordered themselves, they likely possessed more intelligence than the common goblin.

Putting themselves in packs of seven, each one was led by a slightly abnormal warg, five feet tall at the least, and possessing strange traits. Streaks of ominously coloured fur, extra pairs of ears, eyes of strange colors and designs...genetically diverse was one thing, but this was another. Despite these mix-and-match modifications, none of them happened to give off an otherworldly appearance, just that of a larger dog.

In much less chaotic rendezvous of the wargs, I was able to catch a glimpse of the alpha. If we stood next to each other, we would be eye to eyes, for the black furred beast was almost seven feet tall and had four eyes. Stalking about on six legs, a contingent of six followed behind it and to its sides, each could have their own pack if not for serving under the leader. The strangest of its features were the spurs jutting from its back. As though its ribs had inverted, they curved out and upwards, wiggling in waves like the legs of a centipede.

Striking a dominating figure, unrest did not appear in the ranks of the wargs, obediently lowering their heads as it passed. As I watched from the sidelines, the beast and I caught each others’ gazes from afar, but other than a quick sneer from him, nothing came of it. Well we were going to be companions on the battlefield, no need to escalate.

The wargs with riders were isolated from the rest, but looked no less self-assured. Each formed a pack with only itself and its rider, not interested in the rest of their kin. There were almost four dozen Khtraal riders, seven Iyrkraal riders, and eight dozen tKlor’t’t riders. Whatever tKlor’t’t did, his nest seemed to be thriving; his spawn looking like either a part of the warg, or some nature spirit ready to ride. Not all of them used spears or lance type weapons, but whatever they had fit them well.

Perhaps the only reason tKlor’t’t had not become a goblin king already was due to his cautiousness. Well, he made it this far in his life, apparently the chubby chief was doing something right. Depending on how everything turned out over the next day or two, maybe he would actually lead a coup against Khtraal. Not that I had anything against Longhand, but tKolr’t’t was more my style.

Not much time passed and I spotted Vamp. We exchanged our toothy greeting, as he headed to my side in a semi-upright manner.

“So where have you been?”

“Need to khill wargs frhom Kugu. Make things easzier todhay.”

“Sounds like a lot of fun, get any good eats?”

“Many many good eats.” Opening his mouth, he tapped his gums which oozed a slight amount of black blood, where only a few small teeth protruded. “Killed rrorhuk. Tough bonez, very tasty.”

Harassing any lone wargs that passed by, the two of us idled for only a minute or two before our next companion approached.

“Khthju, it’s good to see you’ve arrived. Is it time to head out yet?” tKlor’t’t not only had a superior percentage of warg riders, but also shamans. To my dismay, I’d not gotten to see any of them, but it appeared they were how goblins communicated long distances. tKlor’t’t’s nest was about two thirds of Khtraal’s in terms of numbers, but had thrice the number of shamen. Information rested almost solely on his efforts.

Well, it wasn’t like I was going in alone when I arrived. At least, depending on what you meant by alone. There was also Vamp too.

“We leave any time. Now good enough.” Looking irritated by my mere presence, that likely had something to do with dislocating his arm the other day. Hey, it looks fixed, it’ll be fine, I’m sure. Khthju saddled up, though goblins didn’t use saddles, and I stretched to get ready to run. Ah, yes, the incredibly fun task of running with the wargs.

The goblins squalled in a rallying cry, raising their weapons to the canopy. Vamp called out, and I joined in with two words of their language I knew, zhar and uhk, blood and guts. Several rounds of hoarse cawing later, we set off into the forest.

Only the tKlor’t’t riders set out, and only six dozen of them as well. Still those numbers would suffice. Khthju, aware we would have to slow down soon, pressed hard for the first few miles. Despite the increase in speed, the two levels I had gained in the meanwhile let me keep pace. After all, it was only a sprint.

Going at such speeds, the pack soon slowed. Not only by Khthju’s command, the wargs also seemed to sense something odd. Slowing to a trot, some sniffed the air, seeming to realize that something was wrong with the bodies littering the battlefield. No need to keep them in suspense.

“Khthju, be a doll and make sure the beasties don’t eat our reinforcements.” Though he didn't understand the phrasing, Red Leader relayed it to the troops, taking some time to put emphasis on a few phrases.

“If you’re all ready, then let’s invite the main event.” Clapping my hands, many of the bodies shivered and stood to their feet. Piles of corpses hopped up, revealing piles of skeletons that his underneath. With a wave of my hands, Clavi and the Freshmen stepped out of Inventory, and I began distributing weapons to my minions. I only bothered giving them to the skeletons, the zombies likely wouldn't have the speed to use them well. Instead they would be a meatshield for their armed compatriots.

As the army of the dead appeared, the wargs nervously pawed about, and their riders were similarly unsettled, but kept themselves under control. Khthju then ordered us all to move out.

Since the zombies wouldn't move quickly, we had to make up for it by not delaying. As much fun as a shambling army of the dead looked, it wasn't very efficient. For those with gimp legs, skeletons doubled up to help carry them along. It looked unconventional, and frankly far less ominous than I desired. Well, not much to do about it. I suppose I rushed it a bit too much.

Goblins, wargs, and the undead marched through the faint morning light that managed to break through the trees. We were ready for a war.


            

    
        Sidestory 70.1: Mart Madness

    
    
    
    
                “Maaaaartin. Maaaaartin. Maaaaartin. Maaaaartin. Maa—”

Thunk!

“Shut up. I am trying to focus.” Metal stylus and compass in hand, the young man with blue eyes carefully marked up a stone slab. To his right, innumerable sheets of paper were splayed out, covered in various geometric figures. To his left, there had been a reference book, which now found itself at the feet of Marten, who fell back onto his bed, cradling his head.

“Owww, don't be such a dick.” Gingerly touching the roots of his blue hair, he winced slightly. “You two need to chill out, I swear, this week’s been hell. Marton’s got his grant to worry about, and you guys are getting waaay too into this bet. We don’t we head out for drinks—”

A nearby stick of chalk flew past Marten, breaking against the stone wall. The white dust settled into his bed as Martin kept looking at his work. Without turning, he spoke.

“Nessa doesn’t work at the bar anymore. She made enough to go to Jegel, so you can give it up. She's probably on her way there already.”

“Whaaa—aaat?” Marten’s jaw dropped to the floor, springing from his bed, stirring the chalk into a new cloud. “Why didn't you tell me sooner? Oh man Martin, you are the shittiest friend I have! Alright, put down the crap, let’s go find her before she leaves! Aw Nessy, why you gotta go to Jegel?” Panicking, and starting to mutter to himself, he dashed to the bathroom and slipped an energy token into his Aquifer. Washing his hair and face, he looked back to Martin, who continued poring over the tablet he planned to inscribe. “Come on!”

“I didn't tell you earlier, because I knew you'd interrupt me. Besides, if you actually liked her, you would have said something by now.”

“Love is the blossoming of a nine-petal lily! It cannot be forced, it cannot be replicated, it cannot be stopped! The most beautiful thing in the world, and just because another holds it, you would let it wither away? Come, let me taste the sublime dawn of love—”

“You tasted the sublime dawn of Kirsten, Dorothy, and Ellen’s love in the past two weeks. Are you so bad they won't have you back in bed?”

“Screw you, asshole, I’ll go find her myself.” Fixing his blue hair and making sure he was clean shaven, Marten headed out the door. “And on my way back, I'll tell Martin how to inscribe a Dual Octagram!”

“Wait, NO!” The door to their dorm room slammed shut, as Martin looked forlornly at his blank tablet. Then he hurriedly set to work, even if Marten did teach Martin how to do that, a quaternary diamond arrangement would work faster, hopefully enough to beat out any inefficiencies.

Out in the hallways, Marten zipped along, patting himself down, checking how he was arranged. Bandolier-satchel combo:Filled with tablets, inscribed and blank, styli and compasses attached. Cargo Pants: Plenty of energy tokens, chalk, ink, and vials of conduits. Tool Belt: Hammer, chisels, other etching implements. Holster: Fire gun.

A moving workshop, he might not have needed all his gadgetry to see Vanessa, but that’s who he was. Runic Genius Marten Omaiha. Other than The Marts and the girls who got him out of the rest of his clothes as well, he was never seen without his gear. You could never know when inspiration might strike.

A bit on the eccentric side, as he rushed through the hallways, looks of admiration were thrown his way. Still a resident of the Second Floor of Lockheed Academy, he managed to garner a bit of fame, even with those on the First Floor. His face turning red as he passed Ellen, he ran for the stairs, flying down them and needing to use his hands to stick the landing.

Not wanting to draw any more attention, he tore out of the front hall. In a spindly sprint, electric blue hair whipped back, quickly drying in the wind. He didn't know why so many people looked at him with such reverence, everything he invented had already been done before. At least the academy paid him well not to talk about much of it, though they did allow him to keep his fire gun. The other students really only admired him because they didn't know he was just dredging up the past.

Marten had one bittersweet invention, both novel for good and for ill. The photolith, or photograph from the improved versions, was the only creation totally his own. Only an explored fluke, there wasn't much pride to be taken, it was just a slightly intriguing discovery. At least the Old Magi paid a good deal to have their perfect likeness formed in an instant instead of over the course of hours.

His achievements were shallower than those vain nobles. The little pride that kept Marten afloat came from the fact that at the very least the way he did things led to where other masters had already tread. Compared to the overbearing title of ‘Runic Genius’, he was just casting a shadow far larger than himself.

Living to innovate, yet never forging new paths. There were only so many things a young person could learn, and only so many ways that knowledge could be applied. Naturally after long periods of progress young geniuses became more difficult to find. The lack of new things to explore left him feeling depressed.

Things weren’t all bad for Marten; after all, he did attend Lockheed Academy, which was one of the grand Outer Academies. The Inner Academies were a mythical existence in themselves, so they hardly counted. Even the headmaster, Lawrence Lockheed the XII had never had any contact with the alleged Inner Academies. In light of this it made sense to simply call it one of the grandest academies available for runemasters.

With his skill, even if he couldn’t invent new runes as he desired, Marten excelled as easily as turning over his palm. So he had plenty of time to spend with his classmates, and otherwise enjoy himself while waiting for a moment of inspiration. Somehow he’d been rolled into The Marts by the bombastic and sky-shaking Martin Woodrow. Along with the sarcastic, blue-eyed Martin Varris, and the prodigy with a darker side, Marton, they became one of the more famous groups in the academy.

Marten zig-zagged out the gates at the boundary of academy grounds and into the bustling streets of Corinth. Despite the gibberish name, it boasted of wealth only exceeded by five others in the Western Array, one of those being the megapolis itself. Teetering as he ran between carts and people, his hands danced over himself with slapping and patting noises to make sure he wasn’t losing anything.

So familiar with the path he could walk it with his eyes closed, Marten skidded across the pavement, coming to a stop in front of Poet’s Ruin. A cross between a window cafe and a bawdy bar, it was a favorite spot for The Marts to hang out. Coffee before exams, alcohol after, and tea when they wanted to relax. Except for Marton, he ordered using some code to get items off the secret menu.

Only around noon, there weren’t many drinking heavily yet. Instead, the wood finished room smelled like exotic spices, as novice writers scratched away at their paper. As the name suggested, the place was famous for up-and-coming bards and writers to present their works. It was slightly more famous for getting sloshed orators out on the street and then in the pillory for various forms of public nuisances. The town guard didn’t mind much, especially since these folks were likely to pick up their lives and make something of it.

On the U shaped counter sat an attractive woman, speaking to one of her fellow baristas. It was a bit slow—the establishment being meant more for snacks and an evening meal than lunch—and she idly tossed her silky black hair over her shoulder. In doing so, she caught sight of the worried-looking Marten approaching.

“Good day there, Mart E~ What’s the matter, is something wrong?”

“Hey, where’s Nessy? Is she really gone? Did she leave already?”

“Oh darling, no one told you?” Unona leaned back, her dark hands contrasting against the smooth countertop as she traced circles with one finger. “One of her old friends met with her on the streets. She was a student at Jegel, and a well off one at that. Decided to pay for all of Nessa’s tuition. Acted a bit frigid, but she wasn’t some cold-hearted bitch. What was her name again? Ah, Karen TeYuvoin, very odd, but hard to forget something as odd as that.”

Putting his hands on the counter, Marten’s head sunk in grief.

“Ahhh, I’m too late! What a cursed life I lead, dreams forever out of reach. Whether I pursue them or try and let them come, none of it works in the end! O Gods, what drives you to torment man to such extent? For what reason do you tweak our fates into tales of pain?”

“Is he always like this?” The younger barista asked, slightly backing up. Unona laughed and slapped Marten on the back, making him fumble for the calliper that detached from him.

“Easy on the melodrama, you’re scaring the newbie. By the way, this is Hannah, she’s Nessa’s replacement. You can always fall for her instead.”

“H-hey…” Hannah stuttered, turning the other way.

“Hoh~, you look shy. Don’t worry, he may bluster around, but he’s way too soft. Well, he’s hard in the right spots. If you treat him well for a few days, I’m sure you’ll be treated in kind.”

“My love has vanished to forbidden grounds, yet you make your lewd intimations!” Unona’s salacious teasing caused both the new barista and runemaster to blush. “There must at least be some closure to this. Unona! I shall rally my true brothers to journey forth to the land forsaken to me! Will you join us?”

“Dear, I do have work to do.” She giggled, putting her hand over her mouth, rolling her eyes to look at the sky. “Then again, this doesn’t sound like something I want to miss. So long as you don’t leave today, I’ll tag along.”

“Then we shall leave a stroke past midnight!” Grasping his fists at chest height, mildly shaking them, Marten spoke with great force. Unona tittered as he stormed out of the building to find the other Marts and tell them the news. She hopped off the edge of the counter and headed to the back room of the store.

“Don’t worry Hannah dear, you’ll do fine. Though depending on how things go, you might not have a shot with him. Chances are you will. Have fun watching the shop, I’ll tell Faye to hop on by to help you out.”

Marten was no longer running, totally out of breath. A runemaster through and through, he didn’t practice any other arts and possessed a mortal physique. Despite making the same noise as a broken pressurised pipe, he stumbled along. The city was too damn big to jog across the whole thing, even for those with better constitutions.

Finally, he stumbled into an expensive toy store, each item artisanally crafted and powered by several runic formations. A wizened old tinkerer slowly sat down his hammer and chisel, moving away from his work.

“Master Omaiha, you look quite exhausted. Here, sit down, let me fetch you some water.” An old man helping a younger to walk to a chair was a strange sight to see. Yet the familiarity of the actions seemed appropriate, as though he were a top-class butler helping his young master at the end of a long day of work.

“No,” Marten wheezed out. “Get Marton here first. He’s...he’s here right?”

“Yes, that’s no problem. Please take a few deep breaths, and I will inform him as soon as possible, Master Omaiha.”

Marten collapsed over the wooden chair, lamenting his poor stamina. He watched as some of the various trinkets in the shop displayed their functions. A toy castle periodically caught fire, as a wall collapsed, resetting itself every few minutes. Blocks floated around over a disk inscribed with several complicated runes, a common type of puzzle, save for the fact there were over 100 pieces floating above it. Everything had the same base as a typical toy shop, but vastly exceeded that level of quality. One might even be forgiven for not thinking it was only a front.

“What’s going on Marten?” Speaking in a deep voice, a tall, dark, and handsome man with angular features emerged from the back. With the silky cloth in his hands, he wiped away the blood. Folding it up, he handed it to the old man, who bowed and left the room.

“Nessy has departed for Jegel, I can stand by no longer, I must go after her! We’ll set out at midnight, make your preparations my brother.”

“Jegel?” Marton tapped his chin, holding his elbow with his other arm. “That won’t be too difficult. I did have some business, but nothing that can’t be put off a few days. If it’s for Vanessa, time can be made. Shall I ready a transport?”

“Add an additional seat for Unona as well, the feminine presence should aid us in our task.”

“Alright. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I want to get a few more jobs done before we have to leave.”

“You’re the best.” Marten broke into a smile at his subdued friend’s promise to help. Of The Marts, he was the one with the most obligations, and those of the highest severity. With his attendance, they would reach the countryside quickly, with few to no obstacles in their way.

Marton gently clapped his hand on Marten’s shoulder a few times, and handed him some money before turning and returning to his business. Curt, the ‘Ambidextrous Automata’ did little outside of what was necessary for his own goals, even among The Marts he was distant. However he had great piety for friendships made, and as demonstrated, would be there in times of trouble.

Heading back to the streets, Marten hailed a rickshaw driver over. Hopping aboard, the vehicle bounced up and down slightly at the addition of weight, settling a few inches closer to the ground than usual. Paying with the money just given to him, it was exactly the amount needed, Marton worked with accuracy in even the most minor of things. Not that he was stingy, the particular rickshaw was on the expensive side, consuming energy crystals to levitate off the ground. Marton would never pay for frivolities like traveling in comfort, but the additional speed and reduced strain to the driver were worth the cost.

Given time to rest, Marten caught his breath, thanking the driver before rushing back through the ostentatious gates of the academy.
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                “Martin!”


“”Aagghh!” As the door to the room slammed open, Martin dropped his stylus onto the tablet, dinging it. “No! No, no, nono, nononono, noooooooo….”


“I’ll pay you back later! For now, pack your bags, we’re heading to Jegel!” Marten swept through their room like a blue storm, grabbing things from the shelves and his personal workbench and throwing them to his bed. A small pile of clothes were gathered as well, and he began compressing it all into a backpack.


Martin, mouth frozen open in shock, turned between his alleged friend and the runic board aghast. Furiously gesturing in silence, his mouth couldn’t form any words. Rolling across the floor, the black stylus had three bands of color around the top, green, blue, then green again. The tip shone dimly as smooth and opaque green crystal formed around it.


An inscription stylus, custom ordered for the metal tablet in front of Martin. Designed to lay down a triple-layer inlay while etching, the layering styli were not very advanced. They could only be activated once, and needed to be maintained by mana, after which they would become inert. Not to mention even the two-layer kind made in bulk fetched a heavy asking price. Only to show who was the better Martin did Varris use up so much money.


On top of that, there was the cost to smooth out the divot on the tablet. Luckily it wasn’t nearly as expensive, but it was by no means cheap either.


However since money flowed from Marten and Marton like water, Martin had no doubts that he could be paid back. Given how eccentric Marten could be, it wasn’t even a surprise for something like that to happen, and he barely started the process of inscription as well. What he felt shocked about was their destination.


“You’re really thinking about going to Jegel?”


“Not thinking, and not just me. We are going to Jegel. I must speak with my dear Nessy at least one last time before I can accept this!”


“You do realize how damn creepy it is to just show up don’t you?” Martin let out an exasperated sigh. “Marton will end up in a hot mess if we’re found out, and if we’re taking Martin, we will definitely be found out.”


“No matter how tall the wall, it shall be climbed! No matter how far the distance—”


“Yeah, I get it. When are we leaving?” Despite his face saying the ordeal would be a huge pain, Martin conceded. The Marts stuck together. He also enjoyed collecting embarrassing stories to tell about the others, and this was prime material.


“At midnight. Prepare yourself, my dick-ish friend, and redeem your trespasses against my love!”


“Midnight? Why not midmorning like normal people?” He asked to empty air. Marten had already left the room to search for the self proclaimed leader of The Marts.


Search is a very poor term for what to do when searching for Martin Woodrow, also known as ‘The Reason We Have Earplugs’, or his more imposing moniker ‘Titan of Lockheed’. Stepping out onto the breezeway of the second floor, vague shouting noises could be heard from one of the amphitheatres. Looking down over the school grounds, Marten spotted a thin stream of comers and goers to the second stage. The sight of bright red and blue apparel confirmed the location.


Heading downstairs and outside, he pushed past the line forming. New arrivals to the academy protested, but the older ones stepped aside for him. Anyone with enough presence to speak with him wouldn’t have waited in line. Fennin and Myra waved in their bright red caps and blue vests, pushing him through before closing ranks to charge the line entrance fees. The two followed The Marts around, making bank off of their schemes, and lending a hand when needed. Mostly they made sure that they charged an appropriate amount for those with nothing to do, who spent their time coming to see Martin.


Descending the steps towards the stage, Marten would have rolled his eyes if he weren’t in such a serious mood. A slab of stone at least three meters on the side and half a meter thick lay on the ground. From the elevated seating, the students who entered looked down and could see the surface clearly. On top, a man with wild eyes danced with a sword in hand, striking at the stone, sending sparks through the air. Stone chips cracked through the air, though they were unable to damage the stage and shattered without leaving a mark.


“Martin! Cease your foolishness! We have business to attend to!” Marten shouted, leaping upon the stage.


“FOOLISHNESS?” The sword stopped swinging, sheathing itself into the scabbard at his side in the blink of an eye. “What is it that you call foolishness my friend? This is for a challenge of HONOUR and GLORY! By my name as Martin Woodrow, I sweat and bleed to show that Hadrian Varris who is the TRUE Martin of The Marts!”


“Stow your pride! You and he shall argue ‘til the end of time. There is a more urgent matter at hand, the fair maiden Vanessa has left; yet there are still words unsaid between us. I ask of you to accompany me on the journey.”


“The beauty Vanessa has left? My condolences brother, but that is that and this is this! If she has left without word, then the bonds between you were weak! A man’s pride takes place over what has never been!”


“TOO WEAK‽ What does your pride know of love Woodrow? NOTHING!” Marten stamped forward, his frame lean and unimposing compared to Martin’s build of a warrior. “You speak of honor and pride, but confronted with the plight of your brother, you abandon all notion of such things. This—” Stomping again, his boots cracked the edge of a line. “Is a mere pissing contest between the two of you! There is nothing to be gained! Nothing to be lost!”


Martin grabbed a hold of Marten’s shirt with both hands, and lifted. Shaking him as they stared at each other, there were jangling noises, and clatters as tools fell from various places.


“A PISSING CONTEST‽ What do you know in your lovesick delirium? How can an honourable challenge between men be compared to a romance that has yet to even be? Falling to women’s charms so easily, perhaps it is YOU who knows nothing of love!”


“You dare blaspheme my love! Nothing will stop me from going to her; I came here to find a brother to stand by my side, yet all that can be found is a boisterous fool who puts himself before those he called companions!” Marten took a deep breath, “That Hadrian Varris is the true  Martin! Martin Varris, with whom you compete has already declared himself by my side! If he is not more honorable than you, than there is no worth in being honored!”


“Y—you…” Martin dropped Marten, who struggled to regain his balance. The large and bearded warrior looked to the sky after dropping to his knees, shaking his fists. “AAAARGGH!! What honour could I possibly have; my rival has already disregarded his pride to help Brother Marten. I am ashamed of my conduct. This head is lowered to you, with boundless apologies. I shall ready myself for departure post-haste; I will bear any pain and suffering to rectify the impiety shown today.” Standing to his feet, the two men hugged each other tightly, Martin’s burly arms crushing Marten a bit more than the other way around.


At that moment the audience burst into shouts and applause. There were cheers and whistles at the reconciliation of the two. While students came for whatever odd thing Martin Woodrow was doing at the time, there was always the slight hope someone would barge in to try and speak with him. 


Such things weren’t staged at all, it was simply a natural result of the Titan of Lockheed conversing with someone similarly bombastic. So far over the top and exaggerated in both speech and motions, if it were an act it would be too fake.  But for those whose ears could stand the volume, it was a beautiful reality more vibrant than any fiction.


Their tears drying, the two men walked side by side, and Marten explained the situation. Martin had been wholly serious in paying back his impiety with effort and pain, quickly rushing off to his room to prepare.


Night came quickly, and Marten impatiently honed his tools, making energy tokens as he waited. He etched without drawing guides onto the surface of the stones first; freehanding inscriptions was a rare skill, but neither did Marten see it as one of much use. Outside of combat, there was plenty of time to lay out lines for etching in preparation. He just found some utility in being able to sketch out designs faster when inspiration struck.


When the sun set, Corinth remained bright. Lamps emitting the light from the daytime, they were self-sustaining except during long winters. Luggage packed, he and Martin headed to the entrance of the academy. They met with Martin, who refrained from shouting, but did go on to his rival about his honorable actions.


“I think my pride’s taken a hit just listening to you, so I guess we’re even.” As usual, the serious Hadrian and the dramatic Russan bickered back and forth. Not long later a sleek black automobile rolled up, almost silent against the paved entrance to the academy. The windows were tinted a dark black, seamless on the glossy body of the car. 


The driver’s door opened, and Marton stepped out, dressed up. A sleeveless black suit, with the left side of the blazer extending down to the knee. Four holsters on each side along the lower abdomen, each revealing the hilt of a small knife. Three knives were embroidered pointing to the center of the chest over his heart, and the image was mirrored on the right side. He pulled his tie down before speaking.


“I have business in the area when we are done. Load up the trunk and we shall be off. Unona is already inside.”


“Come on boys, I want to see how this goes down.” The sultry barista poked her head out of the car and waved them on. “I can’t wait to see Jegel, I hear they have a dazzling pool at the center of the campus.”


Placing their belongings in the auto, The Marts hopped into the back. There was quite the luxurious amount of space, and the seats were incredibly soft. Despite this, both Martins clenched their teeth, gripping onto the handles on the doors.


“Haha, look at you fools. I never expected Marton to have an automobile, but look, it’s my first time and I’ve already settled in. It’ll be the same for you two, the drive is quite comfy.” Unona poked fun at the two nervous passengers, their fear halting for a second to both give her a look of pity as the car started on its way.


“It’s not that we haven’t ridden in it before.” Marten shook his head, bracing himself as well. “It’s that we’re leaving the walls of Corinth today.”


“I thought you boys frequently went out, or are all those stories you tell lies?”


“No, it’s just that once we’re out of the city, Marton turns into a terrible driver.”


“It’s not terrible.” Marton interjected. He waited a few beats for them to pass out of the metropolis gates before continuing. “It’s fast.”


With a sweep of his arm he locked the four other levers into place, and the black auto began emitting a droning buzz. Expensive fuel made from liquifacted energy crystals poured over an array of runes. The density of energy giving off a slight glow, the conversion runes transferred the power to the linked rune. The surge reached the linked rune on the axle, and all of a sudden the automobile shot forth into the night.
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                “Oh gods, I’m so sick…” Unona crumpled out of the automobile, vomiting into the bushes. The Martins would have thought about returning her jeers from the start of the car ride, if not for the fact they too were depositing the contents of their stomach in the brush alongside the road.


Marten stumbled about as well, only Marton seemed immune to the speeds at which they traveled. A distance that might have taken several days otherwise instead only took part of the night. Moving at a vicious velocity, the passengers felt like their bodies were about to be shaken to pieces as they traveled faster than man was meant to go.


“Let’s...let’s take a break. At least until dawn.” Martin cradled his head in his hands supporting himself against a tree. “We’d end up in way more trouble if they found us slinking around at night.”


“Nessy will surely be moving about during the day, we must press on! Our stomachs can calm as we head towards the Jegel campus.” Marten straightened himself out. “Move out!”


Marton parked the car a ways from the actual campus grounds. The academy of Jegel was built in the countryside, and owned a large plot of countryside. Small knolls peppered the landscape, along with vibrant groves, and idyllic lakes. Famed as a peaceful place suited for meditation, it was one of the premier schools for magicians; though their courses on runes didn’t lag far behind Lockheed either. Marten never considered attending Jegel for the obvious reason; it was an all-girls school.


They still parked on the grounds, but far back from the main buildings. It wasn't their first excursion across the forbidden territory, so they had a path planned out. Swathed in black, they moved forward with Morton and Marten in the lead, with the rest following, hunched down. Thin clouds resulted in a dimly lit night, but that would be enough to reveal their silhouettes, so the group needed to move carefully.


Getting caught could lead to a variety of sentences; legally speaking they would probably be hit with a hefty fine, maybe some Community Production and reparations as well. For a group with wealthy runemasters, this wasn’t much of a problem. The real trouble came from being exposed and being in the eyes of the public. Several factions within Jegel were headed by women who loved hunting down male trespassers, even after they fulfilled the legal obligations.


To Marten, such a risk was nothing, and his brothers would stand by him all the way. Besides, it wasn’t as if they were about to get caught.


Holding up a hand for the group to halt as the outline of the academy buildings came into view, Marten and Marton mirrored each other, both sensing something at the same time.


“I got this.” Marten kneeled to the ground, removing various tools and laying them out on the lush grass. Four different runes were laid out, each incredibly detailed and the size of a palm. Some glowing, the patterns changed as they were moved closer and farther to the seemingly empty space in front of them. “Looks like they’ve got the essence recorder and they’ve improved their dick detector.” Unona snickered, to which he responded with a shrug. “Hey, it’s not like we know what it’s actually called. Marton, can you whip up a mask for Unona and the rest? I need a few more moments to check out what they did.”


“Easily done.” Marton nodded, and turned to Unona. “Push your hair back and lend me your pulse.”


“Uh, sure. What’s going on?” Since they were still quite a distance from the grounds proper, they spoke with each other freely. Unona, a simple barista, caught bits and pieces of how magic worked but was not trained. Even if she was, the theories being applied were difficult for even the Martins to grasp.


“One of the arrays detects the essence of any living being that passes through, recording the time. To fool it, one’s essence must be overlayed with one that does not register. This act is similar to holding one’s breath, I need to get a better sense of you before creating a mask.” Grabbing her wrist and placing his other hand on her forehead, his eyes closed in thought.


In the meanwhile, Marten knelt on the ground, shuffling around the four runes, bringing out several more coated under a glassy film. Pouring a mysterious liquid from one of his many vials, he used his hands to thoroughly rub it around, dissolving the transparent coating. As he did so, they began to glow as well.


Bringing out a flat board marked with even gridlines and concentric circles, Marten placed each on a specific point, before moving them along the lines, watching how the color changed shades and intensity. After four minutes, he brought out a larger stone tablet about a square foot in size. He began etching, and after observing the changes in the colored runic array, he nodded to himself.


“They mixed a bunch of crap up with it this time, but we’re good. Say when ready.”


“I volunteer myself as the first to pass through. Should it fail then it shall be I alone who bears the results!” Martin stepped forward, slightly curbing his volume. Marton nodded and his hands dashed through the air in an indiscernible pattern, at a speed too fast for their eyes to catch.


The only First Floor runemaster among them, Marton Primus-Tayro KeDolas. First in line to the head of the mysterious underworld organization led by the KeDolas family, his prodigal talent far surpassed Marten’s own. While the First Floor of Lockheed Academy was the largest, that was only by virtue of the fact that upon reaching that level, there was no longer any compulsion to leave the academy. 


Runeless Masters as they were sometimes referred to, were the elites even in the rune-focused academy. Capable of drawing runes midair was the threshold to join, a level of achievement which remained a dream for most. It either required an immense understanding of runes, or a very high ability in controlling one’s mana externally. Marton was capable of both.


Upon completion of the invisible runic seal, Martin lightly jolted. Marten placed placed his hands on the new tablet and gestures for him to go ahead. He stepped forward, bracing himself.


“You are still two meters from the threshold.” Marton informed him without any emotion, eliciting snickers. Unfazed, he strode forward past the invisible barrier. Only those with high sensitivity and analytical skills could detect the location of a runic barrier; unfortunately for the Martins, they were not quite so advanced. Of course even Runeless Masters were not guaranteed to have such capabilities, so it was no great shame.


The process repeated, the step with Marten’s tablet omitted for Unona, as she was a woman. Successfully breaching the first barrier was no cause for celebration, it was the equivalent of leaping a waist high fence. The real challenge lay in finding Vanessa without being discovered.


“Alright Unona, you said this gal paid for all of Nessa’s tuition costs, right? Then I bet she's loaded, she probably lives on the suite levels.” Martin gestured to one of the corner buildings with an excessive amount of glass windows; the Jegel dorms. “If we get the side the building has roof access, but there are two different dorm buildings, and I don't think we really have any other clues to go off of.”


“Sounds like you've snuck in here before; you're such bad boys. Well, I should make myself useful during this escapade. How about I just knock on some doors and ask where Ness is staying?”


“Yeah, sounds good. That means it’s your go next Martin.” Heartily chortling, Martin flexed his muscles.


“I’ll get you all to the top in one piece! Just count on me!”


Slinking up to the corner of the building, Marten took out a pair of gauntlets and sollerets with runes inscribed on the front with wires running along the back and into the metal casing. Martin put it on and held his hand against the wall. Marten and Marton looked at the point of contact and gave him a thumbs up.


Throwing a coil of rope around his shoulder, Martin gave a salute and began to practically sprint up the wall. Upon reaching the top, four stories up, he disappeared over the edge for a few moments before the rope came down, followed by Martin repelling himself back down. Marten let out a sigh and hung his head. 


“I'll leave it to you two dashing princes.” Unona looked confused for a second before she was scooped up by Martin, and Marten by Marton. The physically adept of the group then quickly hauled themselves and their passenger up the rope, both of them somehow managing to do so with grace.


Martin, the odd man out, was in middling shape, slowly bringing up the rear by himself. He was the only one panting by the time he fell onto the roof.


“Gah...at least I...didn't have to be carried up...like some doll.” He directed the jab at Marten, but Unona gave him a good kick to the shins, frowning. Rolling over in pain, he decided to just lay facedown on the stone for a while.


A mere physical lock, the door down was quickly opened, Unona disappearing down the stairwell. The Marts patiently waited,sitting and watching the skies as they did so.


“So have you even thought of anything to say yet?”


“I'm unsure if the words I have could possibly express what I wish them to.” Marten looked at his feet. He could put things eloquently at times, but he wasn't any good at knowing what to say in the first place.


He and Vanessa hadn't spent much time alone with each other, but they did meet almost daily at the Poet’s Ruin as well as other places around town. He enjoyed her sense of humor, a mix between Unona’s lewd jokes and Myra’s subtle references. The way they could go back and forth about the conspiratorial theories about the far off portions of the world, how they both had far off dreams…


Perhaps that was just friendship, the same things could be said for the rest of the Marts. But Marten felt so shiny when he was with her. He needed to at least try, even if it may have been too late.


“Hah, this is our Ten. His mouth is the nest of a thousand songbirds; it matters not what he says, for his emotions shall carry his intent to Vanessa’s ears. Our brother is pure hearted unlike us vagabonds. There is no way under the skies that she will not listen to him.” Martin’s voice began to get away with him, but he did not reach the point where he would be heard through the walls. 


“Yeah, that’s not how people work. You, maybe, but not people.”


“Marten, as long as you speak what you feel, then no matter the result it will be as it is meant to be.”


“Yeah. Well, thanks for the vote of confidence guys.”


“Hey, I think you're boned.”


“I did not mean to indicate success, merely closure.”


“Right….” Marten groaned. As vehement as Martin’s support was, it wasn't the best gauge of success.


After some time spent chatting, the tastefully simple door to the roof swung open. Unona returned successfully, an eager smile on her face.


“Okay Romeo, I found your girl. Now come give me a show.” 


The halls of Jegel surpassed Lockheed Academy in terms of aesthetics by miles; surprisingly of them, it was the younger Martin who praised the design. The building had a very soft scent to it, and even the tiled floors seemed more comfortable than mere stone. Unona wasn't one to enjoy such sights, and quickly dragged the quartet past the white wooden doors until they came to a seemingly random position near the center. 


“You ready to try and sweep her off her feet?” She elbowed the blue-haired rune master who tried breathing deeply to calm himself. “But if you're going to take her right there, remember we’re still in the room. Make sure I get a good view~”


“You’re incorrigible, you know that? Well, don't keep us waiting. If things looks favorable for you, we can just drag her out of there.” Martin gave a glare to Unona, the bickering between the two never stopped.


Marten knocked on the door. Waiting, he knocked again. There was the faint sound of feet patting against tile on the other side of the door. And then the door opened.
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Clearly having been on the verge of sleep, a woman with a petite stature who looked to be in her mid twenties opened the door. Her pale green eyes were barely opened, but her straight viridian hair had been pulled back in an attempt to appear presentable. Only every other button on the tight pajama top had been fastened, and the flashes of skin from her small bust ruined the attempt. Nonetheless she was a dazzling sight for any man.


The faces of the men, and even Unona were in shock.


Mostly because it was not Vanessa.


“You idiot! This isn’t her room!”


“I can see that now, let’s just, run I guess?”


“S-s-sorry, wr-wrong room…” Marten stammered as Martin and Unona bickered. They began to back away, but when Marton’s deep voice sounded, they paused.


“You are that Little Miss, are you not?”


“Y-yes! I’m sorry for—”


“This is merely a coincidence.” At the sight of Marton, once getting over her shock, the girl immediately began to bow in deference. Marten knew the KeDolas family held a lot of power, but their friend separated them from his business. The amount of fear and nervousness on the girl’s face made the Marts wonder how dark the underworld was. On the other hand, Marton didn't attach any weight to the conversation. “A new girl by the name of Vanessa has recently come to Jegel under the care of Karen TeYuvoin. Where does she reside?”


“I-I’ve never heard of her.” Answering, the woman looked like she tried to turn her head away, but couldn't. Instead, the temperature dropped and she hugged her arms, beginning to shiver under Marton’s cold glare. “I-I-I real-really don't know-w.”


Marton made no alteration to his stance, but the girl went from shivers to tremors. Unona almost stepped in, but both Martins interposed an arm. As those who had gotten close to him, the fearsome aura had relatively little power, yet it could still make them sweat. For her to get caught in the crossfire was not something they wanted to happen.


Eventually with no apparent prompting from Marton, ‘Little Miss’ broke down and fell to her knees.


“I-I’msorrysorry,I’msorry! Sh-sheshelivesd-down,t-twodoors,two doors that w-way.”


“Do not speak of this matter.” Marton turned around, as if losing interest in a droll headline. Martin looked at the sobbing girl and clicked his tongue.


“Way too much blubbering, it’s really freaky when you do that.” He scratched his head, not feeling sympathy for the girl who just tried to deceive them; but also realizing the insanity that sometimes could follow Marton’s fierce will. “Martin, how about you babysit until we get back? This mess could certainly cause a scene.”


“It seems even you can make a salient point. I shall make sure this woman returns to her rest properly. Marton, are there any details I should be made aware of before proceeding?”


“No need to be on your guard. Her hostility sees me as only an accessory to her true target. Be ready to leave.” Martin nodded, and picked the girl up to carry her back inside, closing the door behind him. The remaining Marts began heading down the hall, but Unona grabbed Marten’s shirt, pulling him back to her.


“What the fuck was that?” She hissed. Now that the oppressive display ended, the full force of her personality could be brought out. Furious at the tyrannizing of what appeared to be a bystander, she began to voice her displeasure.


“She lied and held an ill will towards us. Even had this not been about Nessy, our action would still be justified.” Marten shrugged. It may have seemed overly cruel, he recognized there was a necessity. The Marts were not an group of ivory tower boys; much time passed since first staining their hands with human blood. They would seek to alleviate such things as much as possible, but if it came down to it they would be remorseless.


Unona on the other hand worked within Corinth. A huge and bright metropolis, it wasn't she had no difficulties, but it was on a different level than what happened before her. Young men who jovially chatted with her daily, who she teased and acted unrestrained around, and would tell her of their escapades took on a different form.


“You utter bastards, she literally pissed herself out of fear! Four men showing up outside a woman’s door, scaring her to the point she collapses...oh gods, and now Martin’s in there with her, what the fuck are you thinking? And what the fuck made her react to Marton like that? A devil couldn't cause that much fear in someone…”


“Marton has never acted excessively in the time I’ve known him.”


“Yeah, it's pretty terrifying, but if there's anyone who should get something so fearsome, he's the best. Even I could get angry about trivial crap, but Marton doesn't let that kind of stuff get to him.” Unona was cut off by The Marts defense.


“It makes me glad you two trust my judgement to such an extent.” Dipping his head in a shallow bow to Marten and Martin, he felt grateful they put so much faith in him. He realized the mores were different between them, but in the underworld of society, a sense of honor was the only thing that limited what actions could be taken. To have others innately trust in you was something that could not be quantified as a leader. “I suggest you head on alone ahead. Unona requires time to settle, and this will let you be undistracted.”


“Thanks man. Don't let them make a fuss.”


“Best of luck, I guess. Now, shall we find a place to wait Unona?”


“Fine, but we’re having a talk.”


The remaining three companions left him at Vanessa’s door. He’d literally just worked up the courage, he could do it again; it was just a knock. Besides, if Marton had confirmed it, then the girl definitely believed that Nessy really did live in this apartment.


He knocked, and this time it was a woman closer to his own age than Marton’s.


“Ah, Ten, what are you doing here?”


Unperturbable, Vanessa opened her door and reacted with nominal surprise. No matter how out of place the situation, she could remain focused; Marten liked, loved that about her as well. He acted flighty, while she could remain stoic, to one who meandered in the face of failure, it was just another thing that drew him to her.


“Y-you…” Marten looked at her. About his height, a few inches under 6 feet, Vanessa stood in a relaxed posture. Iridescent eyes sparkling with radiant blues and purples, he decided it didn't matter if he acted over the top if that was how he felt. He cleared his throat.


“Vanessa, we have spent so much time together. Almost every day in the Poet’s Ruin, we spoke and laughed together. When you stopped coming a week ago, I thought nothing of it; you have your own path to walk and I thought the road would eventually lead back as nothing other than a distraction from the day to day. However as the days passed, a longing grew within me.

“Unona had not told me that you had been taken away to Jegel. It was sudden, and advanced your dream, I am happy that such an opportunity befell you. But there was no closure between us. Perhaps I should be happy, as it has forced me to seek you out and say what I wished to. Not seeing you in the shop cleared a foggy mind, showing how empty the world could be. I want to be with you, so long as the sun or stars remain in the sky. Please, will you be as one with me, to stand by my side, and I by yours?”


Marten fought in countless life-and-death battles and traversed fiery hellscapes, yet never did a place make him sweat and act nervous to such an extent. He could realize that the two of them were a distance from each other, only ever acting casually. Yet if he weren't to reach out in the final moments, would there ever be another chance.


Vanessa’s full lips were pressed together, contemplative, yet still showing signs of happiness. Her wavy, lilac hair oscillated as her head tipped side to side. Though it didn't show strongly, it really did come as a surprise to her when Marten showed up. He always seemed to try distracting himself from any failures, so taking action in this way didn't seem like something he would have ever done.


To discover, and unearth hidden knowledge; that was the crux of both of their dreams. In an irksome manner, the ‘Runic Genius’ acted not only humble, but downright depressed with earth-shattering revelations. He wanted something more than what put any other to shame, but even a greed like this she could understand. It was the fact that every time failure approached him, he would retreat to The Marts and others for company.


She also had a dream, to discover the supernatural origins of her heritage. However she was nowhere near as talented as Marten, or even Martin, in any field. Vanessa could only attempt to save up to attend a small school for a year or two to try and learn the basics of some magical art, and then develop the rest on her own while continuing to search for more information. 


Watching him treat his ‘dream’ so dismissively had put her off. She still felt attracted to him, but knew at the end of the day, he would not see anything challenging to the end unless dragged along.


Or perhaps he just hadn't really known what he really dreamed of.


“There’s not going to be any way for us to be together. I'm sure the neighboring rooms would find out quickly.” 


“Even so! I made it here before, I can come again!”


“If you come too much, they'll definitely find out about it.” Vanessa smirked. “How about we go inside for a chat, I have a nice place here. My friend Karen has been really generous with her support.” Hooking her arms around his, Marten beamed and hopped forward as she started to pull him along.


“So who is Karen? I don't recall you ever talking about her, but you must be rather close. This isn't the kind of place to give to someone you barely know.”


The pair sat next to each other on the couch made from a velvety hide, eventually shifting closer to lean on each other. Their feet stretched out onto the crystal coffee table, dark purple and transparent; Marten could only identify the material as pricy and cold. Or it was all just an expensive stage for a slow-paced game of footsies as they talked.


“She more or less has. Before recently meeting up again, I only saw with her at the Issyth shrine for a short period. We did speak quite a bit at the time, but I couldn't have told you her name before she reminded me.

“I felt a bit skeptical at first, but it seems she learned something since our separation. The main reason she took an interest is that she is also curious about the true origins of my skin. It didn't match up with anything the power backing her knew, so she asked me to develop and see where it went. And that suited me perfectly.”


Vanessa held her hand out, turning it over. Only slightly tinting her light skin with a pale amethyst, along her veins and closer to her chest it became a glossy royal purple. Such a thing wasn't worthy of note in a place as large as Corinth, and it even looked alluring to many. But what made her uneasy was she knew nothing about it.


“There's no need to worry Nessy.” Marten took her hand. “I'm sure you will find out. Every discovery had to be made first by someone.”


The two smiled as they drew close to one another.

            

    
        Chapter 71: First Engagement

    
    
    
    
                “Scent in distance!” Khthju called over to me after several wargs yowled. “Will attack many-wargs. Form until then.”


“I got it~, I got it~.” I went over the same plan as you Red Leader. If anything, our roles should be reversed.


I commanded the undead into a four deep long line formation. About 50 units across, the first two were zombie layers while the second two were skeletons armed mostly with spears, longer clubs, and the occasional sword. It wasn't much of a phalanx, but I didn't have much of an empire either. 


The warg riders rode behind the formation near the center, with myself and Vamp near the flanks. Given the simultaneous control I had over them, once we impacted the enemy army, I could smoothly order us into a circle formation as we were overrun. Vamp and I would work the sides to put off that moment, but it was more or less inevitable. The circle formation would minimize losses, and we would hold out until the elites of Kugu’s army were dealt with. Once they lost their tactical troop, we would be able to use what would normally be risky formations that regular goblins were unable to see the critical weak points of.


By which I mean once the threats had been eliminated we could just go wild. The undead were not impervious, but against lower level goblins they had a high level of resistance. So long as they stayed relatively clumped together in small teams, they could sweep away the enemy.


Staying in formation, our group moved forward even more slowly, moving alongside the slowest of the zombies. They made a low shuffling noise as dead feet landed heavily upon the ground. Then, a rumbling sounded in the distance.


This time we weren't just scavenging off the edge of a battlefield. Vamp and I would be on the front lines this time, and we eagerly strained our eyes through the forest for the approaching horde. Minutes passed as the roaring grew louder and louder. Shouts and screams, the clatter and clack of claws and weapons.


The warg riders bared their teeth in nervous anticipation, while Vamp showed his in hunger. Even Red Leader was on edge; though plans were made, this was supposed to be a suicide mission. They would not disobey tKlor’t’t, but neither did they wish to die. A thread of hope would only appear if they gave everything they had, putting their lives on the line.


Reading the mood, I too spoke a silent prayer. Though I could take off my shirt, my pants were probably in more danger than anyone else. 


I could understand why the goblins were in tatters at least.


As the roaring of Kugu’s army approached, Red Leader gave an impassioned speech. In goblin, I could only assume it was effective from the way the warg riders began glowering and chanting. Shaking their weapons and raising them to the canopy, the warg riders set off.


“I hope you're feeling hungry, because I won't be able to eat this all myself.”


“Khill until blood sroaks the trees; I still hunger.” Vamp patted his belly.


Spear drawn and claws at the ready, the ground shook as the tide of filthy green came into sight. Innumerable is the best way to describe their ranks, once ten were in view, there would never be fewer; once there were 50, their numbers kept growing; hundreds filling every inch of the forest, from east to west. 


I made sure the zombies would reinforce their position, and the skeletons with appropriate weapons readied them. The wave of goblins smashed mindlessly forward, but I caught a look of terror on a few of what I assume we're cleverer ones, realizing what it meant to be fighting the dead. Of course against the massive momentum of their fellows scrambling from behind, even if they tried stopping they would either be trampled to the ground, or picked up by the living current forward.


Where they were promptly macerated.


The starting impact resulted in a few of the weaker zombies instantly collapsing, however these weak points were easily closed. With no further momentum, other than the loss of a few zombies and their limbs, many goblins began attacking ineffectively. The flesh was tough and already dead, blunt impact and trying to bleed the opponent to death with numbers did not work.


The dead would not just stand there. As soon as the initial collision finished, the skeletons struck back. They began to fall by the dozen, even before Vamp and I got involved. The glorious sight of my minnies saturating the ground with bodies, being good little zombies and skellingtons, slaughtering one after the other.


“*HA! Like eggs against a rock, you throw yourselves at us, thinking we shall break! But it is you who is doomed to shatter, your innards leaking out to ground! Led around like the empty-headed lot you are, all that awaits you is a massacre!*”


Summoning Clavi and the Freshmen from my Inventory, I felt no need to keep any trump cards. What goblins could pose enough danger to me to warrant keeping anything back? Either way, it’s wholesale slaughter! Discount deaths! Bodies in bulk! Corpses in Costco-quantities!


I brought out the spear to use in combat due to its quick attack speed, but I realized that goblins were so weak, I might as well have had Great Cleave. Changing out my weapon to the banded iron club from a while back, <Mage Hand>had reached the point where I could use it to add to the power of my swings even further.


Their weak structures crumpled three to five at a time as they were swatted down like flies. Had it been like before, such a one sided slaughter would be rather droll, but the goblins worked hard to make up for it in quantity. I dare say they succeeded on that front.


It wasn’t a grand battle in terms of skill or tactics. No one was fighting for a greater ideology, there were no shows of patriotism. It wasn’t even for the preservation of their own lives, I spotted many goblins on the fringes starting to run after the battle dragged on. The only reason the fight was so enjoyable were the overbearing numbers present.


This was just one faction, yet there must have been over a hundred thousand goblins trampling down through the woods, trying to stampede over us. Before long I was laughing atop a literal mountain of corpses, looking down on those pitiful goblins who tried climbing to the top to face me.


“*What foolishness is it that makes you think you can face ME? Crawling over your brethren merely to reach my feet, you will join them shortly thereafter! Yet continue! I mind not your empty-headed delusions of victory, for it only means I need waste effort hunting down such worthless worms!*”


Batting another challenger off my plateau of bodies, the goblin liquified under the force of the blow. Unfortunately, after beating down hundreds of goblins, my club which had been developing splinters eventually fractured, sending the bulk flying and leaving me with nothing. I liked the club, but it wasn’t like I didn’t have access to spares. They weren’t the same quality, and deteriorated faster, but I had a great number of them.


For about twenty minutes, the undead and tore apart the waves of goblins, and yet their numbers never fell. I would have felt like a hot plate trying to evaporate an ocean, if not for how hot the blood coursing through my veins felt. I’d been cooped up for ages, I had a time where I could cut loose! So when the endless hordes began parting to reveal a goblin outfitted in proper chainmail and wielding a sword, nose spreading out to under his eyes, I could only grow more excited.


“So you have come Kugu! Show me the strength of a goblin Chief!” Taunting, I smacked my chest, sounding out a wet slap of goblin blood. Laughing as Broadnose growled at me, I widened my stance as he charged forward over his dead spawn.


He charged, sword raised. It would normally be a bad idea to do that, but I was much taller and on the high ground using a blunt weapon; I couldn’t stab him in the gut, the main disadvantage of the maneuver. What I could do was aim to disarm him.


Swinging my dozenth or so club at the flat of his blade, even if it didn’t have as much weight as my first club, I had become stronger over the course of the battle. Kugu far surpassed his lesser kin, however I still saw him beneath me and did not act with optimal efficiency. At the last moment, the chief twisted his blade and landed at a critical point on the club, snapping it.


Losing my balance momentarily, the same happened for the goblin, however he recovered faster than expected. 


Fear Aura had been activated for the entire battle; its radius of effect infrequently leaping as I leveled up. It brought all but the most berserk goblins hesitation and fatal mistakes, not that it wasn’t a fatal mistake to get near me in the first place. All within about 10 meters of me suffered, though the effects looked more mild than when concentrating on a single individual. Though I could focus fear aura to make it more powerful, it seemed to be an unintentional effect of only having a single target available. I would either need more training or a perk to do so consciously.


As it stood, Kugu was unaffected and quickly struck at me again.


“*You think you are worthy to stand next to me? What are you!*” In a volcanic eruption, I swept out yet another club to bat away his weapon again, my feet squelching about on the bodies to quickly turn 360°, at the same time drawing another club. Items drawn from Inventory maintained my momentum, and the second club quickly became a projectile heading for Broadnose.


It only served as a slight delay for the chief, but it gave me time to cut down several other minions that were making their way up the pile of bodies to try and face me. Clearing out the area of the irritating insects, there was the chopping sound of a sword biting deeply into my cudgel repeatedly.


Wood bits flew out, and I burned through weapon after weapon. They were too small for a dance of unstoppable momentum, but the brutal power I exerted was sufficient. Kugu kept barking at me in goblin, and I barked back laughter. He was merely being suppressed at the moment, had the chief arrived earlier I would have needed to be more clever with my fighting style. That was not how events played out, and my level had gone up several times, and I was able to have an enjoyably simple minded fight. Broadnose’s endurance and stamina was impressive, but beginning to flag I landed more and more hits.


Chieftains really were a cut above the rest. A swing that could cleanly pulp a lesser goblin would barely manage to mangle muscle. It was more than an abrasion, but neither were his limbs instantly reduced to ooze and shards of bone. After more than a few exchanges, Kugu clearly showed regret at deciding to fight, and began trying to disengage. When some slightly tougher goblins appeared where my undead formed up, I needed to take a bit more control over them, and the chief took the moment to escape.


About to sprint after him, the goblin skull used as a stepping stone gave way under my foot. Unsteadily running down the slope a few meters, I ended up taking one or two hits, but neither did I cease striking out. A few more goblins were felled, but the path through the sea closed behind Moses. Well, I could definitely turn this from a green sea to a red one.


To catch up, I switched to dual wielding swords; slashing weapons are good for fighting in motion. Pursuing my quarry, the undead battalion reordered the density of the skeletons inside the circle of zombies to begin pressing forward. My range had increased, but the chase would separate us, and I wanted to keep them under control as long as I could. Their losses were not large, but though they did not tire, the meat shields were slowly being whittled down.


In order to shorten the time, my swords cut at vital points, instead of barbarically hacking away in a fearsome manner. I could slash and dash, moving through several goblins before the first realized its oncoming death. Like a guillotine, all ahead were severed as I closed in on Kugu.


If not for the several strikes made to his leg, I would have had to expend even more effort chasing him down. In my battle-frenzied state, carving a path of death was more valued than moving efficiently, each felled goblin slightly reinforcing the invigorating rush of power that came from leveling up. Had I not been discernibly gaining, I may have just forgotten the chief to reap souls elsewhere. 


Those in my way were enough to sate me for the moment, and bearing down on Kugu, I hurled one of my swords and the cheap thing barely upset his balance, the entire tip breaking off as it struck his armor. Falling forward, he caught himself and scrambled forward on his hands, but I had neared to the point where the path he forced through the goblins didn’t have time to close fully.


Swinging and drawing out a crude axe with my other hand, Broadnose wormed his way through several goblins, putting them between us. Gathering time in this manner, he once again turned to stand his ground. Wondering why he did so, I spared a little thought to <Death Vision>. It was an incredible blur of red, with a trail of blue and black where I had tread. In the white(red?) noise, I managed to pick out a more intense murderous aura closing in quickly. Kugu had been trying to get reinforcements, what a delusional hope.


The bright crimson mass was approaching, but was still almost 50 meters away. That’s not enough to save you, Broadnose.


Swinging as a feint with the sword, the strike was about to be blocked, but instead of following through I dropped my weapon. An icy snake latched onto Kugu’s arm, and the flesh turned pale and gelid. <Chilling Grasp> was admittedly something that was left by the wayside at times during training. Though in Underworld its damage output would be higher, due to how bodies functioned with damage to skin not causing much other than superficial damage—and pain—it would usually be even less useful than <Magic Dart> whose power was at least concentrated into a single bolt.


In this case, I had high hopes though. With the improvements of further levels, the damage output would increase, and hopefully the effects not present from Underworld of Armok would be amplified as well. Not disappointed, as I grasped Kugu’s wrist, <Chilling Grasp> went to work freezing and decaying his hand. It was likely only the outer surface, but up to a little past the wrist, it was clear that it entered a state between being frozen and rigor mortis.


Trying to move his hand, the deeper muscles not quite frozen created a shear against the static exterior, causing it to split in numerous places. This led to both a screech of fear and pain, but I didn’t give the goblin any time to finish it, sinking the axe from my other hand into his neck during the distraction.


It wasn’t a clean break, only wedging itself about an inch in, but that spelled his doom. The force twists the neck, tearing apart the muscle! An artery has been opened by the attack!


The goblin Kugu has been struck down. Kugu is dead. Grief? I feel nothing.


That wasn’t true, in fact I felt a huge rush. Compared to the other goblins, there was an incredible wave of power to be absorbed. The elation seemed to not only be limited to leveling, up, it was just the goblins I had been facing were too weak. 


“Hehehe hahahaha HAHAHAAA!!” Then the feeling doubled down, and I began laughing even more. Turning to the approaching enemy, no matter how much stronger than Kugu, they were still worthless! What could match up to me? Necromancer or not, empowered or not, all goes according to my desire! I launched myself back through the fray towards the next sacrifice. “*You impotent FOOLS! Is there anything here that can be called a CHALLENGE? No matter how strong you are, or how weak I may be, you will ALL BOW BEFORE ME! Prostrate yourselves in the face of my WILL!*”

            

    
        Chapter 72: Grinding Goblins

    
    
    
    
                At that moment, at long last I had managed to reach Level 10. My blood was magma, my heart a supernova, my mind a universe. An overbearing feeling of power that surpassed any of the other levels, I had broken through the first threshold. Now all the primary class abilities were open to me, and could feel the souls of the deceased being drawn towards me.


Awash with new sensations and a domineering attitude, as soon as the new challenger approached, I threw my axe and charged towards him. My senses weren’t overwhelmed, and I was still thinking; but it was also as if I wasn’t thinking at the same time. Ceasing to care about rhyme or reason, I had thoughts about how things should go and acted on those. It didn’t matter if it wasn’t optimal, so long as I willed it, it would be done.


Remembering my opponent as anything more than an ant required conscious effort in the future. At first it seemed like he was only slightly above average size for a goblin, then looked much taller. Batting away the axe as he charged forwards, it was his exceptionally long neck that gave him such an appearance. Like a piranha plant with a bulbous head on a thin stalk, his mouth opened revealing a toothy maw similar to Vamp’s.


Claws honed into points, they appeared short, probably filed down into such a shape. I wasn’t minding such a detail and charged straight forward.


Though doing the same thing, the goblin immediately became wary of me, as I appeared unarmed, and could also draw weapons from nowhere. Half grabbing, half impaling a nearby goblin to be thrown towards me, <Mage Hand> pushed it upwards enough for me to be in a good position to toss it further back, the bystander’s soon to be corpse passing horizontally over my head.


Taking advantage of the obstruction and my raised hands, the goblin lunged forward. What utter naivete, had I not just slain a chief moments ago? Even if he was of the same class, he would fare no better than the last! 


“*You think this is enough? You INSULT me, you feeble milksop! You frail weakling!*” I snapped my foot upwards, solidly landing a hit on the jaw. His head whipped back, but due to his long neck it didn’t affect his body and slashed at my legs.


“*My pants! NOOO!!!!*” The bastard tore up my pant leg! And not just a little bit, he hit it from both sides, it was more mutilated than half the goblins I pulped! “*YOU WILL PAY for this basTAAAARRRD!!”


It may have been the combination of durable limbs and melodramatic use of ‘bastard’, but I imbued a hand with decay energy and grabbed at the goblin’s skull. He made an effort to deflect me, but as I didn’t have a shirt on, I didn’t have to worry about my arms and grabbed on to his head.


“*Now you perish.*” 


The flow of the Negative Energy hadn't spontaneously improved with levels, but I did have a lot more mana at my disposal all of a sudden. Having been fighting with good ol’ fisticuffs, my reservoirs were also nearly full as well; so without heed to cost, I pumped decay energy into him.


It wasn't enough to match the Ark of the Covenant, but the head quickly withered, the location of my hand in particular sinking down into the now mushy skull. It was fairly anticlimactic it had been so simple; but I just couldn't go easy on someone who messed up my pants.


Again I felt another surge of indomitable power, even stronger than from Kugu. That meant he had probably been stronger, so maybe I had gone a little overboard.


Not that I paid attention to that in the moment. Broadnose fell a short while before, and the newcomer had been quickly dispatched. The goblins who witnessed them dying instantly began to flee, and those within radius of my Fear Aura grew even more terrified. Scattering like rats, their numbers still seemed infinite, but the momentum of the battle suddenly shifted.


It’s not like their boundless numbers could have actually done anything, saying if only they’d kept at it they would have had a chance was foolish. After all, the undead did not tire, and at the slow rate of casualties among the dead, the goblins would have their own numbers depleted long before they could break the ranks. After all, I had put them in a defensive position and not all of the undead were exposed at once. Rotating through the surplus, I could head back on occasion to heal them up. We were eternal.


But once the goblins started fleeing, there was absolutely no need to remain on the defensive. Attacks en masse did little, so the pitiful retaliation of one or two goblins at a time would mean nothing. Moving until my legion was in range, I gave the command. 


“*Break ranks and slaughter them all, let none escape!*” Shouting, the normally rather droll nameless dead reacted and rattled their bones and weapons. With a deathly chatter, the encirclement broke apart to hunt.


Somehow without the chief, the ranks of goblins were breaking more easily, even if it didn’t seem like they were fully communicating the idea. As fast as they turned to run, the shoulder to shoulder density of goblins was too much. The desire to flee spread outwards, but it was slower than the pressing panic of those already running away. Without space to escape to, the undead, Vamp, and I had no trouble catching up to the back of the wall.


Earlier we slowly ground away at their forces like a cheese grater; they would uselessly press against us, and as it continued their shredded bodies provided an obstruction until we moved to somewhere else. The only damage we took was on a scale too miniscule to mention, and no matter what happened, for cheese to destroy us was an impossible outcome.


We would shred them like cheddar! They would be the toppings of our pizza of death! Spread the sauce of blood across the crust of earth!


I was a bit too into the fight to be thinking up good metaphors, though not much thought was dedicated to it. It was just a mindless cutting and slashing once getting into the swing of things. Well, if it wasn't difficult, grinding was all well and good.


An unfortunate result of all the fighting was my experience returns diminished noticeably. Underworld of Armok never brought XP gained to zero, but once surpassing the enemy’s level by an order of magnitude, the experience dropped by that much as well, minimum of one. So while hordes were being felled, the gains dropped rapidly, although it seemed as though there were a few level 2s and 3s in the mix, so they were quite tasty, helping to fuel my murder spree.


Alas, all good things must come to an end, and time flies when you're having fun. A short mayhem filled hour passed and the goblin tide was reduced to mist, and just 30 minutes after that they settled down into a pool of blood.


It was only during that last half hour that I saw the tKlor’t’t warg riders. Having taken care of the relatively powerful elites, they then turned their attentions to traipsing about among the helpless Kugu. Even those that were armed could do little in retaliation, wargs were not near the top of the food chain for no reason. Their thick coats and hides were invulnerable to the meager efforts of the goblins, especially once they were thrown into disarray. Of course it wasn’t impossible for a goblin on the ground to get a shot in on the warg riders; in particular, I spotted many wounds on the legs, one totally torn off, with the rider still fighting on. tKlor’t’t had good subordinates.


The entire battle from first contact to the final goblin struck down lasted a joyous two and a half hours. Letting out a big sigh and doing some unnecessary cooldown stretches, I surveyed the area. 


Naturally after starting to run away, the battlefield began to disperse, but towards the center the carnage was concentrated. It reminded me of the Hills of Tuloth, except with trees, and flat ground. Well, without hills the rivers of blood were really more like standing puddles. The main point of the comparison stood, bodies overlapped two to three deep, with everything trampled underfoot. 


Now, as the Khthju and the wargs began to rendezvous, I would began sucking up as many bodies as I could. There were many class abilities unlocked, but those would stay with me, the field of corpses was as ephemeral as spring frost, destined to be eaten away by the forces of nature. And Vamp.


The force I was with was only supposed to rest up a short while before heading to aid the main group; tKlor’t’t had faith that somehow our group of elites would somehow finish up our battle first. 


Things turned out as he predicted, and it actually hadn’t felt all that challenging, just tedious. Against such large numbers, the results were truly unintuitive, but I suppose that’s what happens when fighting an opponent even more mindless than the undead.


I would ask him when I got back. For the moment, before Khthju was ready to depart again, I wanted as many corpses to be collected as could be managed. Fresh, I was able to omit the flesh-stripping jobs, and the undead needed minimal oversight as to which bodies to grab.


The two hundred lined up like a conveyer belt; Clavi and the Freshmen being the strongest stood at the end adjacent to me. Corpses would be lifted to about waist height, where I could quickly just grab an ankle or wrist to throw it into the Inventory in under a second. In fact, with the multiple stations and using both hands, I could average around three or four per second.


The stacks of bodies were quickly vanishing, my horde acting as a swarm of ants carrying spilled sugar down to their nest. From afar, I’m sure we looked like a cartoonish swarm of piranhas, leaving nothing in our wake. At least, if one ever watched cartoons that’s what they would think of, the tKlor’t’t warg riders that were nearby mostly skittered away in nervousness.


Leaving a small island of corpses for Vamp to eat, there were plenty of others to grab. My minnies could operate in a very large indeed, but personal limitations were beginning to crop up. The Creature Control Radius I was capable of stretched out to around 350 meters, far beyond my visual field. On top of that, the more distance they gained, the more difficult it became to communicate with them.


The fact difficulty increased with distance did the exact opposite of making me feel cheated. Because if control over my minions wasn’t a mere boolean value, that meant while controlling them near myself was easy, and up to the distance was difficult, then perhaps I could go even beyond my theoretical limit, it would just be even harder. As manipulating those within my pre-battle radius of 175 meters was easily done, and simpler still within my usual radius of 50 meters, the matter only depended on practice.


Lacking perception was the more difficult of the two issues. For the most part, the devs did encourage using a few high-level undead as ‘party members’, with maybe several dozen weaker, but still sufficiently strong underlings. They also didn’t design the game world with over a hundred thousand weaklings in one location, making it improbable to gather such a swarm at beginner levels. Horde tactics really came into play over Level 100, where enough perks would have been built up to spend on being able to see through your minions, while at the same time maintaining your own visual field. 


A tree involving {Ancient Memories}, and {Soul Field}, it required four perks for minimum operations. [Spiritual Strength] and [Spiritual Detachment] from the {Soul Field} tree, which honestly, most Necromancers would take, but they didn’t give much at low levels, so they were usually relegated for later; and [Comprehending Death] from the {Ancient Memories} tree, which really only served as a stepping stone to other abilities unless you were playing as the information based Gravetongue. Then there was a final perk point needed for the actual ability.


Four perk points, or Level 40, as the barest minimum for seeing what your minion did. In Underworld, this wasn’t a very high number at all, though the lack of combat related perks might make further levels more difficult in comparisons to benefits gained. And this world made leveling up a much harder. While the enemies so far had been far, far, weaker, I at least ran into the odd happenstance of running into a literal army of goblins. But even if I stayed and could continue to wantonly slay them, not only did I suspect their populations could not recuperate faster(no matter how prolific they seemed to be), but they were quickly dropping off in effectiveness. After Level 30, only the elite goblins would probably be able to feed me anything more than a single point of experience, and there certainly wouldn't be enough of those.


Goblins were training dummies, good for a few levels, but then they quickly grew absolutely useless.


So controlling my minnies from afar seemed like a distant dream. Still, I managed to operate my swarm as a well oiled machine within my visual field. For another quarter hour as Khthju rallied his underlings, took count of those lost, and made sure the injuries were tended to, I collected. He and his men settled in for a quick bite to eat to reinvigorate their strength before we headed south to Yhrack.

            

    
        Chapter 73: I see mana, I see magic, [Mage Sight] hurts my head, how tragic

    
    
    
    
                Sun barely penetrating through the leaves told us noon had just passed. About two or three miles remained between ourselves and Yhrack, an hour if we continued at the current pace. However while tKlor’t’t forced his spawn into compliance, they still acted uneasy; were the undead to be taken into the conflict at Yhrack with the Khtraal and Iyrkraal, things would descend into chaos. So the army of the dead congregated together to wait for my return, with Clavi and the Freshmen hopping into Inventory.


Unburdened by the painfully slow zombies, Khthju lead the way, our speed almost doubling.


When we reached the site of conflict, the fighting already peaked and began to slow, but the roar of battle continued on at a ferocious rate. Our group marched north to meet Kugu’s forces early, which had already intended to strike before the other western horde belonging to Rhukrn. Spending time on our own battle, it came as no surprise we couldn’t manage to return beforehand to me. Deviating slightly from tKlor’t’t’s plan of having us back even sooner, I doubted the plan would go awry; that glutton no doubt planned for such contingencies.


Even if we did return a bit late, there was still plenty of work to do.


The hyperactivity from leveling up settled over the course of an hour and some of traveling; though I did still feel a bit on the antsy side. My vigorous fighting style subsided though, and went for pure efficiency. If I felt like it, I could grind for half a day straight; but if I didn’t, I wouldn’t. As the experience ecstasy evaporated, the tedium began to set in.


I continued on, not half-heartedly, but with full force; trying to just get it all over with. Sure there’s RADICAL FREEEEEEDOM but the rewards for listening seemed kind of nice.


Resigning the body to autopilot, it was a good chance to rest up mentally.


I spent the time wondering what my new spell from becoming Level 10 was. Did I get it automatically, would the desired spell have to be imagined, would there be a sudden flash of inspiration, or Armok forbid, were spells exempted from my Level Ups?


The last didn’t seem likely, given how faithfully most capabilities were replicated. While oddities cropped up in relation to their other possible applications, they were never lacking the functions possessed in Underworld of Armok. There were just no hints as to what my new spell was.


Woops, broke my sword. Good thing I have more.


When I had first arrived, the spells I knew were selected during character creation, they just needed to be tried out to be brought to the forefront of the mind. However merely thinking about the spell didn’t summon the spell shape, I had to have intent to cast as well. So it wasn’t like I could just list off all the spells I could remember, hoping to resonate with one. The spell just instinctively formed with its various rituals when desired…


That was it! The spell shapes instinctively appeared when I wanted them to, the magic of the world required me to desire something! Similarly, my stat improvements at each level weren’t consciously chosen, but allotted according to how I felt I should improve at the time. The processes were based on my own subconscious decisions. I didn’t need to test out every spell, just the best ones, those which were the obvious choices. The subconscious wasn’t some mythical beast that would choose an incredibly dumb option, or at least I hoped that was the case.


Then I realized while not incredibly dumb, I did not always tend towards the most optimal path. Sure I logicked my way to whatever I wanted, but that didn’t always line up with the most immediate goals. Knowing myself, I let out a sigh of exasperation as I thought about what spell had likely formed.


“<Mage Sight>”


As expected, all of a sudden many of the goblins around me seemed cottony. Thinking of what Tagalong Girl said in the past, I wouldn’t exactly call them clouds, there were intricate linkages between the masses. Of course, as always, this is an approximation for you non-magical mortals; the connections were intertwined directly, by proxy—mutually exclusive ideas for those not looking at things through the lens of magic.


At first, I could not sense my own magic. It was as if my cottony fibers would not register themselves in order not to create a crazy feedback loop. Experimentally distorting the spell shape, which remained persistent like <Mage Hand> and <Detect Magic> rather than simply on like <Death Vision>, the spell collapsed a few times before I successfully altered the ‘filter’.


Fuzziness stronger than those from the goblin instantly surrounded the entirety of my magical perception. Since it wasn’t an actual form of sight(though it was limited to my cone of vision, plus about a foot around my body), I could see despite the obstruction. The white noise generated did give everything a quality of sameness that made things a bit harder to distinguish from each other, even including the air.


With a mind that had practice controlling hundreds of creatures with incredibly poor feedback, it was only a trivial annoyance. I instantly recognized that the haze was due to registering magic from inside my own body of magic. The perpetual screen slightly distorted the outside, but otherwise the image was accurate.


Practicing my vision with <Mage Sight> activated and adjusting for the shifts in my own magic, I realized that this was probably what was causing Tagalong Girl headaches. Just because it could easily be overcome in my case didn’t mean it was the same for her; I was quite the weird one after all. Perhaps I would be able to give her some tips on how to utilize the ability more effectively, although the other areas of training were more important at the moment.


As I slit another goblin’s throat, I realized that magic acted quite finicky in death.


Before musing on that particular observation, there needed to be a better understanding of how exactly <Mage Sight> worked, and what it registered. Due to the fact I couldn’t exactly control the mana of others, it seemed like I would have to observe the movements of my own mana, and hopefully the observer effect wouldn’t be too noticeable in the situation. I naturally began with casting <Prestidigitation> on myself; the blood was making my hair a bit mangy.


The sensation of magic is similar to that of tangled threads, yet each one is only a point. Like the wave-particle duality, mana seemed to be more of a connection-vector field duality. Using <Prestidigitation> caused a small depletion in my vectors—each point actually held many bits of data instead of just direction and magnitude, but most of it remained undecipherable at the time. It could be assumed that the vectors were representative of my mana. Or maybe they could be described as stuffed noodles with multiple flavors of filling, or a choose-your-own-adventure book with illustrations demonstrating their components.


Oddly enough, upon completion of the spell, a new ‘magic field’ was created at the site where the spell was about to take effect. It had a resemblance to the spell shape being formed, however I could clearly tell they were not one and the same. Contained within the soul, the spell shape had no truly defined position. It was almost as if the spell shape projected the image for which the magic actually followed.


A connection also formed between myself and the magic field of <Prestidigitation>, although it quickly vanished as the spell expended itself. The strength of the vector field seemed to indicate the level of mana, but the meaning of the connection eluded me. Connections within my own magic field were much stronger than those in the goblins, but I couldn’t tell if that was just a result of <Mage Vision> or an accurate assessment. If it did hold water, then it could be assumed to mean maximum mana, which seemed like a sensible hypothesis. Unfortunately it would likely be some time before my mana rose—then again, that was also what I thought about leveling up a bit ago; though the situation might be changing by a more drastic amount this time around.


<Mage Hand> acted in a different fashion, with a much higher connection, and actual formed a magic field that overlapped with me, as well as an almost disconnected magic field where the hand was located. It’s hard to describe how the presence manifested itself in <Mage Sight>, the ‘hand’ itself had no presence, only an effect. Maybe I should call it ghost hand, because it was spooky action at a distance.


The third type discovered were found in the projectile type spells a la <Magic Dart>. From it, I learned that the magic field could totally lack a connection. As soon as the spell had been cast and the dart began to move, it separated to become a foreign body. Unlike <Mage Hand>, the dart also lacked a great deal of the vector strength; it was almost imperceptible. This was an incredibly strange revelation; a construct of magic that would barely be registered by <Mage Sight>? Surely it should have been easier to view than the magic potential of the goblins.


The final distinct effect of magic I discovered was through the use of Negative Energy. Unlike spells, summoning raw Negative Energy only excited my own magic potential. The loose strands moved mana to where the Negative Energy formed, pushing out the energy from them. Piping mana to the point of creation, the loss seemed to quickly equalize across the body’s reservoir of mana.


As for the actual mana, it didn’t appear to be one homogenous mixture; which had been hinted at by picking apart death and decay aspects from within Negative Energy. The categories didn’t seem to be absolute; even if the type didn’t match, extra effort would ‘push’ it through, like dough through a colander to reshape it.


This brought some confusion about as to if magic was actually ‘typed’ according to its abilities or composition, but it also served as a bit of a revelation. The reason why after multiple uses of death or decay specific energies became more difficult was because a larger portion had to be converted, and the concentration of the aspect decreased. 


So if I could work on my ability to agglomerate, or find a way to make the type change proceed more smoothly, then Negative Energy’s utility would surely rise. Not to mention the other possibilities, now that I knew what to look for, I could try to find if there were locations in the spell shapes that required this sort of transformation and could be further optimized.


Though as comfortable as I was with many of my spells, the battlefield was still a bit too chaotic to be messing around with the delicate structures of spell shapes. It didn’t take much thought tearing up the Rhukrn, but it wasn’t quite to the level where I could do any science that required finesse.


Instead, I set those sorts of tests aside for the moment; choosing to simply leave <Mage Vision> active to get used to it. Being able to intuitively recognize what could be seen and integrate it with your own knowledge is on an entirely different level than simple interpretation. Besides, I seemed to be accumulating senses like candy on Halloween; if I wasn't intimately familiar with them, it would be impossible to keep them all active simultaneously. 


In the new haze of <Mage Sight>, I then tried delving into what my first Minor Perk was. I suspected it would be much like the manner in which <Mage Sight> had been chosen. There were many boons available, and it really was difficult for me to figure out which one it would be; you could never have enough perks.


My {Negative Energy} didn’t change. Neither had {Fear Aura} improved, which was a pity. {Ancient Memories} was difficult to test on the battlefield, but I didn't think it had been improved. {Life Drain} only really showed its usefulness on small scales for a long period of time, but even as a skill I did like the sound of it had not experienced any benefits.


Then I realized what felt different since before the battle. The souls around me being drawn in were  more pure.


{Soul Control}’s [Soul Preservation]?


Sure it can serve as a foundation for the future, but it wasn't helpful with expendable minions! At this level, the benefits were practically negligible!


Ahhh, I've been gypped again! Subconscious, why did you pick this skill now? Couldn't you have waited?


It seemed I had a long road of slow levels and inefficient resource allocation ahead of me.

            

    
        Chapter 74:Attack towards Yhrack

    
    
    
    
                Who could tell how many bodies scattered through the forest, there was no end to them. I seemed to even be developing a crick in my back from bending over and grabbing so many dead goblins by the end of it though. Considering I didn't feel fatigue, that came as a bit of a surprise. Hopefully it was only psychosomatic, I hadn't seen any chiropractors in Derriad.


Not the only one enjoying the fields of death, goblins feasted everywhere. With the battle over, they dropped their weapons to the side to tear into fallen friends and foes. On these grounds the mess made couldn't really be seen amidst the already omnipresent carnage, however the fact the goblins wasted so much food irked me. 


Like very hungry caterpillars the goblins moved from corpse to corpse. Maybe the reason why you keep eating is because you're only taking a few bites out of each thing! Sit down and eat your food, too wasteful! Too wasteful! Maybe if you all ate your livers and bones you could grow up strong like tKlor’t’t.


Well I had no interest in becoming a goblin dietician, so I minded my own business.


Somewhat at least. As the Khtraal ate, I took interest in the way they seemed to pack away so much mass into their tiny bellies. I doubted I could eat as much as they did, even if goblin meat looked more appealing. Actually, I could just fix the problem of sight, smell, and taste with <Prestidigitation>...there were already a bunch of chikans for me to eat, so that was just a hypothetical.


Eating slowly brought about changes, though they were minute. Eating the dead slightly strengthened the magic potential within them and seemingly stifled their wounds. The goblins weren’t exactly rejuvenating on the spot, but dark blood coagulated and they became more energetic. It seemed that cannibalism wasn’t just a way to help sustain the enormous population.


However thinking back on it, it wouldn’t just be their fallen enemies. Khtraal let me take away chikan as they weren’t quality food; I thought it had been in reference to taste or nutrition. While I suppose being strengthened by food could count as nutritional, I had been thinking more along the lines of they wouldn’t be able to survive off of chikan for long. Instead, goblins could gain energy from anything they ate. tKlor’t’t mentioned wanting Yhrack because it was closer to populations of certain animals, and while he explained he received benefits from eating him, I hadn’t realized they were so permanent. His gluttonous self was not a special case, it applied to every single goblin.


Isn’t that a bit dangerous? If all they have to do is eat to become stronger to the level of tKlor’t’t, even if there is an unnecessarily high turnover rate in the population, even a low chance would produce many in such a large population. Once becoming stronger, they would be less likely to be killed, and eventually their strength would snowball away. While I could deal with Kugu and the long-necked goblin rather easily, my abilities were a bit abnormal. The humans of this world could be stronger than me and still be overwhelmed, a lot of my success depended on being able to exploit the nature of my skills. Not to mention, tKlor’t’t and his spawn looked stronger than other members of their generation, with the exception of Vamp, who also happened to feast eternally.


Then again, goblins never seemed to emerge from the forest. While the walls of Glaucen would undoubtedly be impenetrable to their kin, it shouldn’t be hard for them to sweep across the farmlands for a hearty meal. Well, I hadn’t gotten a direct look at any humans other than myself, so perhaps they contained less energy. A curious matter to look into before leaving; there may have been no precedent, but there was a first time for everything.


My allies ate as I swept up the battlefield, deciding to use <Chiburi Astral> when my mana topped off to help clean up the area. Though it sounds useless, it was the bottom of the blood magic spell tree; there was the possibility that practicing the spell would give me insights into spells further down the line were I ever to acquire them. After a while of this, there were noises of the army regrouping in the distance. As those around me began moving off through the trees in one direction, the next phase of the battle had come.


Time to run back north.


In order to maximize his benefits, tKlor’t’t altered Khtraal’s plan slightly. Originally, the tKlor’t’t elites and several warg riders were meant to harass and slow the approaching army to the east. Serving as a crumple zone to break their momentum, the already weakened tKlor’t’t would be even worse off. Instead, the plan would now have his forces bait the enemy in a more northern direction to between Yhrack and where Kugu’s forces had been engaged. 


There, I would be able to engage them with my undead; again putting a large portion of the battle on my own efforts. Why tKlor’t’t valued the combat potential of my forces so highly I didn’t know, but the prediction was accurate enough in the last battle. The majority of his warg riders being wounded, we would be reinforced by elites; the goal to grind them down before the actual march on Yhrack, while concentrating the bloodshed in one area.


Apparently losing troops in the area would reinforce the potential of a nest. While tKlor’t’t still found it wasteful, such a result could be more readily accepted.


On my way back up north, I summoned up a measly five more zombies, I had enough Inventory temporarily ferry them while running, and Clavi could keep up with me to create more space. Every little bit would help, last time my troops had been seemingly invulnerable, but there was no point getting complacent. There’s no such thing as too much power after all. 


Rallying them all up, I immediately ordered us to start heading east. The sun was already beginning to set, or rather, that was to be expected after fighting for so many hours. Wrapping a few skeletons up in old rags that had been cleaned, they looked quite ominous, but the real reason was to pad their bones and provide a comfortable ride to the next battlefront. I mentally rested atop a swaying litter of the dead, although I suppose it was more like a hammock. It wasn’t totally relaxing, as I had to coordinate some rather complex movements to make it work, but overall being carried by your legions of the damned is a refreshing experience.


Dusk fully fell, but since they were relegated to serfdom at the moment, my army didn’t seem particularly imposing, even in the night. Activating <Mage Sight> and <Death Sense> to supplement my slightly weakened vision let me detect a small group at 100 meters distance. Hesitantly approaching, I readied my army for action, but didn’t get up from the sedan.


The group of three came into view, their facial features revealed them to be tKlor’t’t’s men. Suffering from minor injuries, they more or less remained in shape. As such, once noticing the details of the horde, they did an excellent job of leaping backwards. Calming down slightly, one stepped forward to ‘speak’.


“Yhu Whrait.” 


Croaking, it seemed only one of them knew any Derrish at all, and had only been instilled with a few keywords. Repeating it several times, the three then ran off. Sighing, it was a good thing that tKlor’t’t told me of the plan beforehand or else I would have no idea what was going on. Then again, that could have already been taken into account. Well, nothing to be done about it either way. I ordered the undead to form up. I also made sure to patch them up with Negative Energy while waiting, and went ahead and imbued them if my mana capped out.


I made some interesting observations while doing so in regards to their mana composition. Not only were their webs of mana potential connected with themselves, but with my own mana as well. Both part, and not a part of myself; it likely had to do with the fact that their souls were mere artifices I had created, though since I didn’t know the essential factors of a soul, I couldn’t state they were qualitatively different outright.


As for during the process of imbuement, I noticed that while the mana from within myself actually seemed to grow, yet slightly dilute, the cloudy essence I thought represented their mana. 


It seemed that whatever I was looking at did not mean mana in a literal sense. Ayyayai, can I get a game guide or a wiki here? Everything is just so interrelated, I have no idea where I want to start.


Taking the hand spiders out to play while I waited, Hans’ ‘mana’ potential overshadowed that of his fellows several fold. Further examining it, I had him wrestle with the others, and he was far and away the most domineering of them in strength and agility. 


“*Hans, you’re a good boy, but I’m trying to relax here. Do you really have to bring up another mystery for me to investigate? My schedule is already full you know.*” Hans sank, his palms dragging in the dirt as he sulked around. I quickly scooped him up. “*Hey little buddy, you aren’t even supposed to have emotions; if you get depressed, think about how bad that makes me look. You don’t even have eyes, what do I do if you start to cry?*”


I fed Hans some energy to soothe him, and stroked his back. Was I going to have to hire a psychologist for my undead? This was pretty much the weirdest thing ever. Though Hans did look adorably sad; at least, as close as an undead creature made of hands could get to being adorably sad, which is closer than one expects.


Luckily, it wasn’t long before warg riders and elites gradually began finding their way to my position. Vamp and Khthju approached with the groups that ended up following them, pillars of strength naturally drew others to them; even Vamp who was given a wide berth.


“Form up. Ghojtroik and Zhargorb close. Slow move south.”


“I went over the plan the same time you did.” I grumbled.


Alright man, get a hold of yourself. Be more energetic, get pumped, you can’t just wander around listlessly like this! Look, exciting fields of corpses are just waiting to be sown throughout the forest!


Haaa~, the moon’s already out, self. We’ve been doing this for almost twelve hours and still haven’t been challenged. A few levels have made all the difference in this zone, we’re untouchable now. Well, we’re still corporeal, but damage dealt is negligible, and despite the linear growth the power levels here were too low.


Complaining to myself, the enemy approached and the minions moved forward to engage. The impact of endless goblins wore out a few minutes into the last battle, it certainly wasn’t stirring my blood up again. You can only watch waves crash on rocks for so many times before it grows dull, sure it might be a majestic sight, but it doesn’t rock emotions on a primal level.


Certainly, attention needed to be paid to the front lines. These goblins were larger and stronger than their Kugu cousins. Zombies crumpled in several places during the initial strike, and some skeletons even lost their arms as they struck through the formation.


In the end, weaklings are weaklings.


No matter how much stronger than those that came at us earlier in the day, they remained average. The warg riders and elites operated close to the undead encirclement, carving a path of destruction before returning to rest their mortal constitutions. Only the elites on the side of Ghojtroik and Zhargorb posed any threat to the defensive line, and I barely needed to flick my Fear Aura their way; not that I didn’t partake in the bloodshed, they were some of the few that I would actually be able to get experience from.


Impenetrable. Indomitable. Those aptly described my unholy legions.


They did not, however, aptly describe my goblin allies.


Vamp tirelessly continued in excellent form; the others, not so much. Tongues lolling past a jagged maw, wargs began to flag, unable to cool themselves, and exhausted from tanking so many hits. There were no signs of damage, but after accumulating an infinite number of even the lightest of strikes, their muscles showed signs of quivering. tKlor’t’t elites suffered from a thousand cuts, trying to take moments to feast in safety to recover before setting out again.


Contributing a non-negligible portion of the kills, doing without them would not have been a bad idea. I thought tKlor’t’t had merely been overestimating the undead, but it was my vision that was faulty. It had been too long since I earnestly played games not dependent on a stamina system, I had far underestimated just how destructive the undead could be. 


Despite their fragile mortal coil, the tKlor’t’t warriors sprung out into the face of death time and time again, dedicated to their cause. I felt relieved I didn’t actually have to keep them all alive, but giving them refuge within meant we somehow evaded all casualties.


Balling around our small force, they were beaten off as we slowly, but steadily worked our way south towards Yhrack once more.

            

    
        Chapter 75: Slight Decay and a Rendezvous

    
    
    
    
                The moons floating above the canopy, barely illuminating the endless conflict. I went from excited, to bored, but finally to concerned. Hacking a path south to the nest, the mortal tKlor’t’t weakened at a faster pace. Ghojtroik and Zhargorb’s combined forces died upon contact; each enemy that reached our party was fresh.


The unholy legion was nigh untouchable, but after an hour forcing our way south, the nigh part became more and more apparent. I could heal the wounds of the undead, tears of a zombie’s flesh, and fractures of a skeleton’s bones; but missing portions could not be fully reconstituted.


Lose a claw here, and a tooth there, it seemed we were not quite in the impenetrable position previously predicted. I needed to go out and begin picking up the slack. Fear Aura acted up with a righteous fury, did these nameless things dare to ruin my efforts? Taking hold of two swords picked off of the elites, it was time to double down.


For the most part, I used very little of my Brute’s Mana throughout the fight. My strength could already rend the goblins apart, and my hitpoints regenerated fast enough that I didn't worry about being struck. Putting more effort into cutting them down didn't mean much, as they would simply be replaced.


Well I changed my mind.


Keeping it at a slightly unsustainable pace, I sped up, cutting down multiple goblins in an instant. Blades spattering thick goblin blood, a vacuum formed for the troop to move more easily. Sweeping around the edges to lighten their load, it was the same as trying to push dry sand back, always spilling around the edges. The gradual abrasions were beginning to build up.


“Bah, Khthju, how much longer of this?” I impaled another goblin through the side of the neck, using a horizontal blow with the other sword to finish the job and provide a force to help free the other.


“Much. Broods not small Kugu. Must stay away Khtraal, dead bad. Not help, all dead.” The fiery goblin’s voice cracked raspily over the din of battle. tKlor’t’t, neglected his foreign language training, leaving me with only a vague idea of the situation; unfavorable.


“Rest! I’ll hold them off, then we charge.” Time for a change of plans. There was the possibility of weathering the storm, however that would only be the case so long as the current equilibrium did not break. If one or two tougher elites showed up and broke the defensive line, the troops would be routed. 


I could escape with Clavi with certainty, especially if I forwent killing all in my path. However as loose as the definition of ‘hero’ was in the situation, I would at the very least not abandon them to utter defeat.


The enemy forces had likely already engulfed Yhrack; we weren't all that distant from the nest, and the amount of space two goblin hordes could take up would reach both. If we got even closer, then pressure would be alleviated from us. The average goblin’s use in war was more or less to serve as a buffer between the warg riders or elites. Rejoining the forces of Yhrack would give them the time they needed to recuperate. The undead were worth a hundred goblins each, but against hundreds of thousands, that wasn't enough.


The warg riders and elites followed the order as Khthju relayed it. Eating bodies the encirclement passed over, they regained their vitality. Vamp, Clavi, and I took point in the battle to clear a path and try making up for the lost firepower.


Clavi and I worked as a tag-team; his light weight making him an excellent projectile of death, and could be given boosts by <Mage Hand>. Using his speed alleviated the need for me to constantly dig deeply into my Stamina to protect a critical point of the formation, and my power meant he could engage any opponent, and only needed to hold them off for a short while.


Vamp fought solo, though the did skitter around the edges of my Fear Aura where the enemies were weakened. Gouging, tearing, disemboweling; his usage of his jaw to continuously feast slowed him, even forcing him to take a few hits. My eyes, layered with both <Death Vision> and <Mage Sight>, caught an astounding view.


As a creature died, their mana potential would shudder and collapse...turning into those aspects of death that I saw. It turned into a heap of icy blue that floated about, cracked with streaks of void. From the way the frosty wisps hovered towards me to be absorbed, they were clearly fragments of the soul; providing Soul Power. Something not quite similar happened to Vamp.


Whenever his jagged teeth ripped away a bloody chunk of flesh, that portion of the goblin’s mana field would have its connections severed. Instantly it would then begin to decay into bits of soul, which were summarily absorbed to strengthen Vamp. In most cases when a body part was separated from its owner, it looked to take a long while before the mana potential broke down into a released soul. A connection remained between the wounded and their part, and so long as they did not die, the piece would retain its mana potential for a long time.


Those black teeth of Vamp’s cut right through the ephemeral connection; his wretched and bloody maw capable of severing souls. 


I could not compare to earlier days, but Vamp clearly saw much greater improvements to his body than other goblins. He hadn't caught up with me, but if he were to continue feasting at such a rate, I would not have been surprised if he soon surpassed me as my experience gains plateaued. 


At the moment though, Vamp remained weaker and his instinct for battle meant nothing if he tossed them aside to sate his hunger. Black blood bubbled stickily out of lacerations, and began impeding him. He continued to recklessly skirt about, when two enemy elites appeared to make their move.


Vamp pounced on the one wielding a spear, but the elite happened to be wearing a tough coat of mail hidden underneath his clothes. Though he slid backwards, Vamp’s attack did not penetrate, leaving the ghoulish goblin open for a moment.


Not nearly enough to qualify as a fatal error, as the second elite moved in with his claws, Vamp shoved the first to the ground with his feet. Using the rebound he engaged the second with his own, more frightening claws. They engaged in a few quick exchanges, which Vamp dominated. His talons struck through his opponent’s, who quickly lost a large chunk of their neck.


Savoring the taste a moment too long, the first elite recovered and charged towards Vamp. Using his meal as an impromptu shield against those around him, he turned to use it to block the incoming spear goblin as well. 


Unhesitatingly, Clavi leaped to me, and I threw him over in an instant. Unable to see the where the approaching enemy would strike from behind the shield, Vamp did not adjust for the incoming feint. My little skeleton flew over, his sword embedding itself upright into the gap of the collarbone before being torn out as Clavi rolled to the ground.


Vamp only noticed the aftermath of the spear goblin collapsing, and little Clavi appearing nearby all of a sudden. Recognizing the intentions, he began fighting closer to the group; his recklessness curbing slightly.


“We ready.” Slipping back to heal the undead, Khthju voiced that he and his underlings could take to the field again. “What about dead? Dead anger Khtraal.”


“Does that matter? So long as we meet up with the tKlor’t’t, all will be well. Send some ahead to inform the chief if necessary.”


It may end up putting tKlor’t’t in an odd position, but his upper tier forces were far more numerous than those belonging to Khtraal; I had done a surprisingly good job on my escort mission. The chief of Oirk bet on having tKlor’t’t’s elites die in droves to do major damage to the incoming armies, however this meant he needed to use his own to counter the special ops. As a result of my unholy legion acting as a shield, Khtraal’s elites likely suffered more damage than tKlor’t’t’s.


It wouldn't necessarily lead to a counter coup by the large chief, but he would be in a good position to bargain. Without fully betraying Khtraal, there would be some political conflict instigated. Khtraal would doom himself turning against tKlor’t’t, even with the aid of the Iyrkraal. No matter how the cookie crumbled, the pieces would be too small to worry over.


Khthju grudgingly listened to what I said, and a trio of warg riders fled, paying little attention to those in the way. The rest shortly followed, leaping over the zombies. They did not rush off quickly, but instead began to churn the path ahead with giblets of the dying, the wargs snatching and shaking victims about in their jaws. Elites of many tones soon followed after, and the undead encirclement turned oblong as I ordered them to rush forward.


Our losses were not great, but the aggressive tack we took meant they were not few either. 16 zombies became damaged beyond repair, and several skeletons were relegated to becoming expendable shields after losing usage of both their arms. The tKlor’t’t fared little better during the push, two wargs eventually collapsed, four riders died, and seven elites perished, along with three others who were too wounded to fight, and tried sticking to the group.


Fragments of Yhrack’s brambly fences could be spotted in the distance, rising between the trees. Lightly jogging forward while cleaving heads asunder, one of the blades snapped in my hands yet again, convincing me to end a few goblins barehanded. We were still around a 50 meters back from the outskirts when a weighty figure came out to greet us.


Metal lamellar armor made from large plates slowly clanked against each other, letting out a series of muted rings as it was struck repeatedly. Those that dared strike were casually swept away shortly thereafter by a large metal baton, or crushed by a hand covered in a bulky gauntlet.


tKlor’t’t approached at his own pace, like a boulder rolling down a gentle slope. A mighty glacier that could absorb innumerable hits, his quick retaliatory strikes contrasted with the slow movement. At most his body would turn with a blow, never deigning to fully dodge. The lesser goblins could not stop us from meeting.


“How have things been going on your end? We’ve suffered minor casualties here—your spawn have been tiring out. Depending on how much longer this lasts, further decrease in damage may critically impair our chance at victory.”


“Khtraal has steadily suffered losses, while the Iyrkraal remain whole. Ychk who has been in charge of coordinating the untamed wargs is having the beasts ravage the enemy; subtly keeping them focused on helping his kin.” tKlor’t’t didn't miss a beat as he split a goblin in half with the blunt weapon. “As for my own spawn, they have been dying in droves, but no more than I would expect. As they are dependent on the upper forces of Khtraal and Iyrkraal, aid naturally comes late. From Ychk it is to the extent that it may even result in Khtraal’s defeat. We are reaching the turning point currently, but a few more slip ups on his part could make the battle fall either way.”


“Yet the Iyrkraal remain more or less unharmed. Is it possible he intends Ychk to betray Khtraal? Is it possible that Iyrkraal knows about how nests may form? He may be trying to finish off everyone other than himself. Incite Khtraal and Uhkhjk to fight, have Khtraal, you, and himself kill the four others, have Khtraal turn on you when you're weak, then turn on him in the end. That would be quite the concentrated slaughter.” At least, were I a goblin chief, I would set up that kind of convoluted and multi-layered scheme to reap benefit after benefit.


“I have thought of that, but the course of this battle has been altered enough that I am in a strong enough position he likely wouldn’t risk it. Iyrkraal is the oldest of the chieftains; even if that had been his ploy to start with, he knows how to be cautious. He will likely find a way to continue using Khtraal to further whatever endgame he is playing at.”


“That’s all well and good, but what’s the plan now? My minions can’t exactly integrate with the main forces. This is going on a lot longer than planned, and it’s really getting quite tiresome.” I yawned for effect while stabbing a nearby goblin. “I know I signed up for this, but I didn’t expect it to be so dull.”


“That would be the first time I ever heard someone refer to this as dull.” tKlor’t’t raised a fat eyebrow, glancing around at the surrounding carnage. Crushing a few more approaching enemies he shrugged. “There are far more than anticipated, but it is no cause for concern. So long as Ghojtroik and Zhargorb fall, that will be enough to turn the tide of battle. Those directly spawned will be weakened by the loss, and that provides an opportunity to counterattack.”


Oh goody, so I only needed to take out two people to end this level? Why couldn’t you have just told me that sooner, they’d have been six feet under before you and Vamp could eat someone.


“Let’s get this show on the road then, shall we?”

            

    
        Chapter 76:Battle Bros

    
    
    
    
                Just a gentle stroll through the woods, tKlor’t’t and I walked with our subordinates trailing behind us, sadly leaving Vamp to meet with Ychk. If Khthju had been a little less enthused with his work it would have been a relaxing journey. Chatting with the chief about various things helped elevate my mood greatly, so I could overlook his subordinate’s explosive nature. Learning new things put my previously restless mind at ease.


“Nests never have formed outside of the forest. Although few Chiefs ever learned the process of their creation, all understand that the land outside the boundary of the trees are wastelands to us. We are able to traverse the land, but require more sustenance; I have also never heard of a time when goblins set out to attack human settlements en masse.”


“That does explain the separation between the races in part. What truly piques my interest is how your kind has dealt with deforestation. There is not much in the way of new growth, around the outskirts in particular.”


I delved into the nature of the woods, the lack of new growth made me curious. Surely over Derriad’s long history the trees would slowly be beaten back. Since the territories of Glaucen were turned to plains, the only source large enough would be the forest. I doubted that the lumberjacks worked with conservation in mind.


“Such is one of the reasons why we have never brought our full force down on the other races of the woods. They hold many more similarities to the human species and are more successful when pushing back human encroachments.” tKlor’t’t paused to crush a few more goblins that tried attacking us, remaining silent for a while longer. Deliberating his next words, he took a bite out of an enemy combatant, eating the head and both arms while looking ponderous before resuming his speech. “With the exception of the last goblin prince.”


“Oh? Care to elaborate on that point? Not to digress, but I am unaware about how a goblin prince comes to be.”


“The goblin prince is a figure that arises every few generations among goblins, perhaps every hundred years or so. They quickly achieve status as a chief, but their prowess leads others to swear fealty to them. If I didn't suspect it to be the work of Iyrkraal in the background, I would say that Khtraal was well on his way to becoming the next prince. Should Ghojtroik and Zhargorb be defeated and their nests assimilated, he will certainly qualify.”


“So the prince is not a division of personal strength, but of total power wielded.”


“There are few who set arms aside when faced with a prince weaker than they, but that is the case. The best way to define a prince is that they can unify goblins of different nests.”


Nests, nests, and nests again. Something integral about goblin culture and hierarchy always seemed to come through the nest. Acting with such dedication to the nest at all times, the nest represented an additional parent; an unbreakable affiliation around the same as the one who spawned them. Yet when one became strong enough, they could take over the nest as though it were a country. 


“The previous prince, Iyrkrzhar, united many tribes with the desire to exterminate the non-goblin races. His ruthless assaults on the west provided him and his allies to spawn in numbers great enough to suppress most of his opposition. In doing so, he sacrificed future security for short term gains.

“The other races began to flee, outside the safety of the trees. Most integral of them being the elves. Preserving the borders of the forests, elves frequently clashed with humans. They remained small skirmishes for the most part, however tension could not be avoided. As they fled, the humans gave them harsh terms for aid.

“As all my knowledge comes from scouts and hearsay, I do not know the exact proposition. After a human army marched into the forest to annihilate Iyrkrzhar, I do know that ever since there have been elvish outposts near the edge of the forest. Forced to use their magic to grow trees meant to be cut down, and when misfortune besets an outpost, several residents will be taken to the slave markets before the problem is resolved.”


That sounded like a most troubling history. Point-ears could rot, but it sounded as if the animal races might be caught up in things as well. If I were to come across any cute beast-girls who happened to be enslaved, I would definitely need to free them.


 No no no, if I came across any enslaved beast-person I needed to free them. Whether they were cute or not is irrelevant. It might affect if they should accompany me on my journey, but all beastfolk deserved freedom! 


And probably humans too, I guess; some more research on the topic was required.


However tKlor’t’t’s point digressed from the original line of questioning.


“How does that tie back into the matter of the forests shrinking? If the elves are growing more lumber for human cities, that should alleviate the majority of the damage directed at the woods.”


“Indeed. Your magic is like my spawn; belonging totally to you. Similarly endowed goblins appear from time to time, but most shamen communicate with ancestral spirits to summon phenomena. The spirits which have granted the elves find the enslavement repulsive, and the growth of trees for them to be cut down abhorrent. While they will not leave the druids completely, the elves and other races that work for the humans have lost a great deal of their potency. With each year that passes, more and more of the forest becomes whittled down.”


“Iyrkrzhar upset the equilibrium, and so the woods are in danger.” Clinking a nail against my cheek, I wondered what the goblins planned to do about it. Eliminating humans along the outskirts of the cities would only serve to provoke the nation without much benefit, yet they couldn't stay put. “So what is your endgame here? Gather enough power to free the elves? Find a new homeland? Or are you planning to live your days out as a prince in the twilight years of goblinkind?”


“Before this matter with Khtraal fully came to fruition, I planned to slowly build up spawn in tune with the nature spirits. We goblins are not so in tune, but my efforts were not in vain and I have a number of those capable of contacting primal spirits to aid the regrown of the forest. When Iyrkraal raised Khtraal up, I realized that there may not be time to do so. His nest sits close to the border of the forest, and as of late his moves have looked more and more hostile.

“No matter how strong his children are, if we truly wake the human cities we will all suffer. There is no way he does not know this, so I can only disrupt his plan. Until he dies, he will not stop, but I hope to buy myself enough time to survive the oncoming storm.”


“Then this battle is to make sure that you have a foothold Iyrkraal cannot remove.”


“So it is. Ghojtroik and Zhargorb would oppose him, but they are too conservative and hidebound. Transferring their power to myself will be more reliable.”


So if I were to take tKlor’t’t’s word for it, the origins of this mess lay with Iyrkrzhar. The disturbance resulted in the enslavement of the tree-fondlers and others, meaning the forest’s boundaries were shrinking. And in response to that, we had Iyrkraal instigating chaos for some reason or another. 


The last step leapt a bit further than the rest, but it didn't seem like mere conjecture. Carving yourself a position of power was much easier during troubled times, and among the goblins who saw physical prowess as the right to rule meant this was even moreso the case. Whatever his final goal happened to be, Iyrkraal would be able to benefit.


“Well it looks like that dream is about to come true.”


Continuing to stride forth through the onslaught of Ghojtroik and Zhargorb, the number of variant goblins steadily increased to the northwest. Colored green and olive browns, possessing broader bodies, they didn’t run a range of types as tKlor’t’t’s tribe did. Other than the standard goblin irregularities they were all of a muscular build.


As such, my minnies sadly began to take even more damage as they trailed behind; same happening to tKlor’t’t’s soldiers. Clavi and Khthju had no trouble as they followed, showing their superiority even if they weren't able to be as domineering as before.


Flames flickered around Red Leader, showing that he did have some mastery over fire. It wasn't as though he had Burning Hands as a spell-like ability, but when he struck at an opponent with his hands, blisters and charred flesh would arise. From the back of his three-eyed warg Khthju didn't have many opportunities to do so, but his spear work looked passable and was able to watch his steed’s back.


Clavi on the other hand, took it upon himself to switch to dual wielding daggers at some point. I started him off with a sword, but it must have broken somewhere along the way. His ability to make dynamic judgements constantly surprised me. Especially since he seemed to be fighting much more effectively.


Going for a roguish style of combat based on superior agility, Clavi darted about, stabbing vitals left and right. Thrusts passed through his gracefully turning ribcage, before the attacker found a blade stabbed into the artery that ran along their arm. A chipper chatter of bones could be heard whenever he passed by.


Chtcht-cht!


“*Oi, you!*” The chatter grew louder, and I felt a light pressure on the top of my head. Using me as a stepping stone to propel himself to his next target, Clavi sent a mischievous smile back towards me, chattering his jawbone.


Chtcht!


Haaa~, you're so cute, I can’t be mad at you.


“*Be safe, Clavi. Leave the boss to us.*” Waving him off, going by the increasing strength of the fodder, the chieftains were close. “Buy me a second or two, I'm going to search for them.”


“Yet another ability. Very well.” tKlor’t’t was unnecessarily impressed with my tiny repertoire of spells. It wasn't like he knew my kind of magic, perhaps shamen didn't know many spells.


For a few moments, my eyes shut. The excessive overlay between sight, death, and magic, as well as rudimentary sensory input from my minions could be handled together at a short range. A larger area necessitated shutting down at least some of the feedback, and I still wanted to keep my minions running at full capacity to avoid taking too much more damage. 


I was too much of a novice at integrating my new senses at that time; I couldn't even defend myself while scanning the area.


“*60*—that way, 70 meters. It looks like they’re coming to greet us.” Reflexively calling out the direction in degrees, I caught myself and pointed.


“Let’s not make them wait then.” A deep wind sounded and I covered my ears as tKlor’t’t inhaled. ”▶▶▶ ▶▶ ▶▶▶ ▶ ▶ ▶!”


Emitting a thundering and ghastly call, tKlor’t’t bellowed loudly enough to rattle his armor and stun the goblins around him. I think I spotted Clavi resetting a few of his joints—real bone dry wit there, Clavi.


To the challenge, the field of goblins began to slightly part as two Chiefs made their way to us.


They were as tall as tKlor’t’t, but only because they stood upright and he was perpetually hunched over onto his knuckles. As all goblin chieftains did, they resembled their spawn—or rather, it was the other way around. Abnormally large muscles bulged and rippled, the deformities in their body structure making it far from attractive. Thankfully, for multiple reasons, despite revealing a great deal of scarred tissue, the two of them wore clothing more concealing than rags; though they chose to forgo armor.


Zhargorb, or Bloodbirther, had deep scars in crosshatch patterns along his torso and arms. Though improperly healed, they didn't seem to be in any position that would limit his range of motion. One arm looked larger and more deformed than the other, as though he high-fived the Guren MK II; not that its strength appeared any lesser for it. In the slightly more shapely arm he held a warhammer that tapered into a simple cone on one end.


Ghojtroik, Shechief, showed that while there were few distinctions between the rare female goblin and a male, they were present. She appeared much like Zhargorb, with many scars, but lacking the lopsided arms. A spectator would instead be drawn to her two key features: rather large breasts, and a mouth full of fangs.


How did goblin babies work? The smallest ones in Oirk and Yhrack all still had teeth! What’s the point of mammaries on a creature who’s infants are not only capable of eating almost immediately after birth, but also have a mouth that make a field of broken glass look like a sensual environment?


“There’s no need to chat with them is there? We can just get to it?” Shaking away questions I probably didn't want answers to, I cricked my neck and knuckles.


“No. My spies have infiltrated their tribe for long enough that they have no secrets from me.”


“Well good luck on your end!” Overjoyed things were coming to an end, my Stamina dropped rapidly as I zipped towards Zhargorb.


“I don't think either of us need any luck.” Smashing his baton on the ground to let out a loud ring, tKlor’t’t rushed like a charging bull at Ghojtroik.


Man and Goblin, charging forth at their opponents in tandem; for the fate of all life in the forest—was Clavi leading a cheerleading routine over there? Where did you get pom-poms?


I didn't know how, but I was totally grounding him when the battle finished.

            

    
        Chapter 77: {Soul Field}

    
    
    
    
                With Clavi ruining the already small potential for an epic showdown, my sprint turned into more of a casual jog. In all honesty, while a direct hit from Zhargorb’s hammer could possibly cripple me; that would require him landing one first, and it wasn’t even a guarantee then. Since the sarcastic skeleton slew any semblance of seriousness, I didn’t feel like bothering to keep up the farce.


The chief roared, and I flinched back. Spittle was flying out of his mouth; reflexively dissipated by a thoughtless <Prestidigitation>.


“*Ugh, please. Save that kind of thing for the real beasts of the realm.*” Large arm slamming down, a cascade of dirt flew up into the air just to my side. Conjuring a <Magic Dart> to unleash down his throat, Zhargorb’s neck only rolled slightly backward, spitting out a fragment of a fang covered in blood.


The metal warhammer swung from my right, causing me to roll my eyes. It hardly required a half step backwards to evade the blow, and the foolish creature continued his swing; eye widening in surprise that he missed.


“*So many openings…*” <•Magic Dart•> struck the side of Zhargorb’s lumpy knees, sapping the brown flesh of some of its color. It didn’t cause him to collapse, but he did start to shift his weight off the leg. Nevertheless, he raised his warhammer up again. “*Tsk...Really, no knowledge of the game at all.*”


Seeming to deign me as a threat, he changed his stance to one more able to support the changing momentum of the weapon. It was already a step too late, though it was slight, the chief’s leg had taken damage. For someone as unbalanced as he was, it could already be considered my victory. 


Setting both hands on the haft, a quick downward strike led, easy enough to slip pass. Then, as expected, he used the enormously muscular limb to quickly change direction to follow me with a side-smash.


“*The elegance of the hammer—*” A <•Magic Dart•> struck the crook of the elbow, causing his grip to loosen. His knee gave way slightly from the sudden change, and the surprise meant he had no chance to regain the weapon. <Mage Hand> slowed the projectile before it pulverized a few of the goblins that stood a small distance from their chief’s fight. “*Lies not just in brute force.*” I hefted up the maul, getting a feel for the weight. My eyebrows rose when I felt the slight difficulty in lifting it.


“*You were using this beauty so crudely? For shame…*” In games I would have high strength to carry warhammers, and in real life the sledges I picked up were composed of density distributed alloys with lightweight handles. It had been quite a while since such a simple work fell into my hands. Closing my eyes for a moment I tossed it from hand to hand, swaying as I did so. “*High teens to mid twenties—perhaps 19, no 22 kilos? Maybe a little heavy for this body at the moment; but that will be sorted out in time. Say, why don’t I give you a demonstration?*”


Swinging the head upwards, my right hand slid up the haft. The deformations along it were minimal, wherever the craftsman was, they had made a good work. Handle crossing diagonally in front of me, the spiked head dipped with my gait, like a serpent ready to strike.


Zhargorb warily watched my approach, then made the mistake of approaching first.


“*You see, the true essence of the hammerer—*” Swinging down at him, he used his broad arm to divert the path of my strike towards the ground. Lifting it as it torqued downwards in a now clockwise motion, as it passed the equilibrium position, my right hand let go for a moment to cross over the left, which switched grips. “*—is making every motion fluid.*”


With gravity, as well as the energy both he and I provided, the maul inverted almost immediately, smashing into Zhargorb’s skull with the easy of crushing a soft fruit; almost decapitating him with the blunt force. Red and dark grey gore sprayed across the ground in a cone starting five feet out, and terminating on the wall of goblin spectators. A little under a quarter of which visibly began shaking, though the rest were still terrified.


“*Who is it that dares use a hammer before me in such a crude fashion? Was this garbage your leader? DESPICABLE!*” A geyser of blood shot up high enough to paint the canopy crimson as I slammed the sledge down on the central body cavity of their leader. “*For days and days I have continued to SLAUGHTER you! Have any of you ever put up a challenge? How many graveyards must be filled before someone, anyone worthy of fighting shows their face? How many of you have I already KILLED, AND HOW MANY MORE BEFORE YOU PUT UP A DECENT FIGHT?*” 


As the first of the horde tentatively stepped towards me, I rushed forward; vertically compacting him to the ground, until the hammer struck dust. The only damage I had taken in hours came from bone shrapnel that originated from my own strike. How laughable.


Perhaps my Fear Aura experienced a bit of a boost from the display, as the others were now not daring to approach me. I was not satisfied.


“*You lot SWARM to your deaths all hours of the day! Why shirk from it NOW?*” Whipping my head around, tKlor’t’t and Ghojtroik were only in the beginning of their battle, but my cries had them turned my way.


Why not take this opportunity to strike her down, chief? It doesn’t seem like you to lose your head and not take this moment to attack, I haven’t seen your scruples before this. The only honor coming from you was in self interest!


Well if you won’t, then I can take care of it for you!


“*Tell me, are you a foe worthy of my power? COME! Have a small taste to see if you are worthy!*” Lowering the weapon to my center of mass to move more easily, as soon as I began my bull rush the chief turned to flee. tKlor’t’t looked momentarily stunned and did not take the chance to attack either.


“*I already KNOW the answer! You are WORTHLESS!*” Chasing her down, the goblins thrown between us were about as effective as a cardboard box in front of a freight train. Arcing the maul in vertical paths made my course undulate slightly from side to side, but the variance was negligible since I was running almost at full speed. I almost instantaneously caught up with Ghojtroik. “*You are called a chief? Before my lowly self, can NONE of you do ANYTHING other than FLEE?*” Swinging at the chieftess’ back in an upward arc spike first, her entire spine was gouged out—at least pulp that once belonged to the spine.


Ghojtroik didn’t fall down dead immediately, but only because the momentum gifted by the maul sent her a small distance into the air, crashing into several goblins paralyzed with fear.


“*COME! LET ANYONE WORTH FIGHTING SHOW THEMSELVES!*”


The rest of the battle consisted of fighting an opponent who more or less stood still. By the end of it, my arms managed to feel achy; having spent most of the fight clearing out half a dozen goblins with each swing. The enemy was too weak to put into my eyes.


Unfortunately, my current minions were even weaker than they. After striking down Zhargorb, the task of controlling them completely slipped my mind. Clavi’s basal intelligence kept him unharmed, and the same went for the Freshmen. As for the bulk of my legion, I lost two Skeletal Elites, and was left with 60 zombies and 41 plain skeletons. There were a few more that technically survived, but they were missing enough parts that I just destroyed them.


Destroying the undead; originally a meaningless task in Underworld, it seemed to have additional depths in the new world. That seemed to be the way of many abilities; acting as though they were a remake of an old game, with the new system creating inevitable differences. It became ever more apparent that unlike my stats that had a numerical value of some sort still tied to them, my spells were shoehorned into some pre-existing system.


I had always recognized it as a possibility, but had yet to give much thought into it. The lore of Underworld of Armok was well known to me; in the spirit of YGGDRASIL, or at least in the spirit of its fictional namesake, information was of paramount importance. Despite my knowledge of the lore, I had remained unsure if the spell shapes of the world were accurate representations of those from the game. In the end, even though they went to great lengths to develop the interface in Underworld of Armok for immersion, corners would be cut to increase the enjoyment of the game.


The task of destroying undead was one of such things. Though summoner classes were encouraged to focus on several powerful allies, the devs wouldn’t go so far as to make those who chose swarm tactics suffer for their choice. Getting rid of a summon, or creation only required a quick thought and single point of mana, and naturally could be done in huge batches.


This was not the case in the real world however.


Missing an arm, both legs, and most of its teeth, I stepped up to the first zombie that I wrote off as unusable. Unsure of how to proceed, I just wanted it gone, and hoped the magic inside would guide me. So far that worked out well, though there were the occasional hidden inefficiencies. To my surprise, other than a slight wiggle in our spiritual connection, nothing happened.


Looking oddly down at the zombie, it shook its limbs, but otherwise seemed unaffected. I tried again, but no further reactions took place.


The first real discrepancy from Underworld of Armok, it was more of the new world having taken extreme liberties with my powers. Altering that which was not well fleshed out was fair play. Not one to give up in the face of a puzzle; this was my specialty, how could I give up on its secrets just because I didn’t inherently know the answer?


Delving among my spiritual connections, I tried further examining the link between the two of us as it shuddered. Since the creatures were strengthened by Soul Power, what would happen if I tried pulling the soul out of it? Grasping at it was the difficult part of the attempt, after all souls weren’t something I could reach out and touch.


Which is a great segue into the aspects of {Soul Field}! 


Where {Soul Control} deals with the interaction of foreign souls, {Soul Field} works with the expansion and empowerment of the user’s soul. At its most basic, it would make it so that the user became better linked with their minions—in game terms, better updates on their status and a small boost to their power within the radius of effect. This somewhat carried over, but as things occurred on a continuum it was not as noticeable as I would have liked.


Much like <Death Vision>, {Soul Field} gave me an awareness for my surroundings. It was like the core part of my soul that controlled my minions turned gaseous and expanded to fill up a larger area. If the minions were within it, interacting with them became much easier. There was also a vague sense of foreign bodies within the field, but it was analogous to looking through a thick fog to see where there wasn't any fog.


So with {Soul Field}, the zombie existed within my soul. Trying to remember how {Soul Control} drained away the souls off of the dying goblins, I made an attempt to tug the presence away from the corpse.


It budged, and so I continued to repeat the process more forcefully. Shattering apart, mana was consumed as it did so. Falling to pieces, the fragments of the soul weakly vanished into mist; even <Death Vision> and <Mage Sight> were unable to detect anything.


The zombie lay still, and I smiled in accomplishment before retiring the rest of them. 


Goblins watched from afar without causing any disruption. The battle concluded, yet few were eating the bodies of the dead in my sight. It seemed they did not wish to eat where a necromancer passed through to bring death. Instead, tKlor’t’t ordered them elsewhere to begin sating themselves.


“It seems I was not needed in the end. Victory may have come sooner had you fought with all your power from the beginning, although I am not sure if that would have been desirable.”


“All my power? Psh.” Most of my abilities were being utilized, but I would hardly call that fight all my power. It more or less was a straight-up fight requiring very little on my part other than muscles.“Oh right, speaking of not being needed Khtraal wants me to assassinate you. How do you feel about that?”


“H-how do I feel?” For the first time, I got tKlor’t’t to stutter. Well it was a fairly odd question. “I do not think I will ever know what to make of you.

“So he asked you to assassinate me? I would perhaps play along if it meant being able to escape the coming times in the shadows, however I am rather invested in the results to be gained from ruling over Yhrack. Of course, if he plans on killing me, I may not be given my rightful reward. Then again, my troops are already stationed there. If you would, say you killed me and claim your reward for it. I take it you are grabbing something from his hoard this time and not more wildlife?”


“That would be the case, but how exactly is that going to work out? For both you and myself.”


“The treasury is located within Oirk, and Khtraal will not send you there alone. At the very least several of his remaining warg riders will return with you. My shamen will contact me in the meantime and if his forces have been weakened enough, I will take the opportunity to counterattack.”


Tamping the ground with heavy thuds, I pondered over the proposal. This could be troublesome, but I wasn’t totally averse to the idea either. tKlor’t’t wouldn't take action if he was unable, or even unlikely to succeed; and seemed more open minded than Khtraal.


I supposed it would be to the village’s benefit if I backed the larger candidate.

            

    
        Chapter 78: Spoils of War

    
    
    
    
                Running around for over two dozen hours really starts to make your legs cramp up. More precisely, your legs would cramp up, and so would anyone in the new world; however the Stamina system meant mine would be able to continue without issue. Even so, they began aching from what I could only assume was a buildup of tedium. 


Jogging south towards Yhrack yet again, my newest level settled down. The past day and a half were on the tedious side, but it had been fantastic for levelling so far. Quantity has a quality all its own when it comes to grinding. At least because of all this mindless slaughter I was about to acquire a new spell; hopefully one more immediately useful.


Not that <Mage Sight> was a bad spell at all; however it had been chosen, it really was indispensable, especially in the case of learning more about the magic system of the world. It just sort of set aside the whole ‘grand archmage’ vibe for a more scholarly one.


I was dominating the world enough without the effective combat spells, so I supposed I could get by without it. Only for the moment though, what kind of wizard can’t throw a respectable fireball? Even a necromancer should be able to summon netherflames or something of that sort.


Making in back to Yhrack on my own, on the way back the fields of carnage were actually diminishing in scope closer to the main clash of forces. Surviving goblins and wargs ate their fill at the graveyard buffet. Keeping <Mage Sight> and <Death Vision> active, the thick, otherworldly presence of souls permeated into the terrain; a phenomena I had yet to witness.


It mostly occurred with the void coloured wisps, which after settling down on an object occasionally fused into the nearby material, disappearing from my sight. When in contact with a goblin the rate increased, more so with the living than the dead. Watching these tiny remnants of the soul flicker about, I came across the idea that they were what formed goblin nests.


Though I got along well with tKlor’t’t, goblin culture acted to volatile to put my faith in. Even if chieftains agreed to leave the village alone, a turnabout was not unlikely. My Soul Power from the war felt overwhelming, yet as I passed through I did my best to collect from around me. [Soul Preservation] slightly aided me in the amount drawn out from each cluster, but as it did not improve the actual rate of collection the process was a bit slow. 


By this time a great deal of void essence likely already made its way into the environment; but the remaining quantity wasn’t small either. Slurping up the power, I paced my jog so as to be more thorough, but didn’t slow myself too much. The rate didn’t depend on my speed so as long as I was within the battle area the souls were being drained at the same rate.


It made me happy that even the interior of the nest past the brambley walls had not been spared either, so no time collecting the souls was lost. Looking around for awhile, I ended up casually beginning to grab corpses in the process of searching for Khtraal or Ychk. Asking directions wasn’t really possible, so I made the most of my time.


Around noon Khtraal showed himself. Accompanied by several warg riders in rough shape, most of their mouths and fronts were drenched in blood from unrestrained eating. I could practically see tKlor’t’t next to my frowning at the wasteful eating habits; his own spawn, while still goblins, made sure to at least chew carefully. They also ate in teams so that little to nothing would go to waste. Khtraal and his spawn showed little discipline in comparison.


“So you decided to return to me. Hopefully you have completed the task I set for you? Though your word is not enough to convince me, this is a rather important matter. There needs to be proof before I can reward you.” Atop his large warg, Khtraal enjoyed the rare chance to physically look down on me. His demands were made with a light tone of sarcasm; they were honestly pretty fair, and made me hopeful that the goods in his treasury actually were worth something. No need to make him look like a fool by letting him go on for too long—I tossed a body out from Inventory.


Khtraal let out a raspy trill that qualified as a goblin sigh. Looking up and down the body, he shrugged.


“Since I have seen it, I can’t disbelieve that he’s dead. This is really your work?”


“Of course. It’s not as though I needed any outside help, he was distracted by Ghojtroik and Zhargorb. Then I took them down as well.”


“Three Chieftains?” Khtraal narrowed his eyes at me. His subordinates shifted in their own private bubble of tension behind him. Staring at the mangled body, their chief continued to think on his own. Eventually he spoke in a simple tone to two of the riders. “Kuguhk, Khtkra, take Alric to treasure and Alric pick 12 pieces.”


All of a sudden the tension dissipated. It looked like unveiling the corpse convinced Khtraal to rethink betraying me. He really wasn’t stupid, only incredibly arrogant. Well, I guess he was kind of stupid for believing the trick so easily; then again, tKlor’t’t was surprisingly well prepared for this situation.


Upon calling two body doubles, the only ones in the vicinity and not total, I fully decided on backing the machiavellian chief.  Recognizing the value of being presumed dead, or otherwise planting false information among the enemy, tKlor’t’t planned for numerous contingencies. Skilled in controlling the creation of his spawn, who already resembled their progenitor, while not trivial, he had an abundance scattered through areas he frequented.


After some deliberation, I chose the one that looked more like him. Despite the resemblance, the double looked a bit thin, so when I smashed it with my new hammer, I made sure the torso was more or less obliterated after a few cuts where tKlor’t’t had suffered them.


He showed a little regret as the back of his armor crumpled in, but it was necessary. The front remained relatively intact, and it was lamellar, many of the plates remained usable; rethreading them with goblin hands would be time consuming though.


The differences between the fake and the real almost totally obliterated by the death blow, it was highly improbable that Khtraal would pick up on it. Given tKlor’t’t’s cunning nature, I suspected he realized even if Khtraal did turn on me who would be the surviving party. It made me grateful he passed on such a ploy, I’d hate to have to chase him down among his lookalikes. That would be too troublesome.


As things were, the two warg riders led me back to Oirk. 


Due to fatigue, the Khtraal wargs slowed down my movement. I remember back in the day when I was the one struggling to keep up with them...right, that was only a few weeks ago then. Anyhow, under their escort, it was an uneventful trip.


Reaching Oirk, the nest felt absolutely desolate. There were still dozens upon dozens of goblins on the ground and in the trees no matter which way you turned, but compared to the normal feeling of sardines in a can it was barren. 


Traveling near to where the mud dome was, there were about a dozen well armed raal that remained behind. <Mage Sight> showed their spirits did not seem comparable to those of the warg riders at my side. Strictly speaking, they were, but they appeared substantially weaker. From my perspective they all posed the same level of threat—none.


Four stood at the edges of a pit, with a tunnel leading into the chthonic depths. The goblins had excavated a ramp out of the side of what appeared to be a sinkhole, giving me a look at the layers of stone present. The strata were unusually blended, turning from a dark humusy color to deep gray. To further confuse me, there were several, seemingly random circles and lines of lighter gray stone across the exposed walls.


Putting aside intellectual curiosity for more practical matters, I knocked on the types of stone to test their resilience. Peering into the dark path underground didn’t show any signs of supporting structures. Given the arch at the top of the burrow’s entrance matched the random discolored circles; I suspected it to be in part a natural formation, which I trusted a little more than goblin handiwork. I still did a very thorough check of tapping along the walls of the pit before entering the underground, much to my escort’s irritation. Judging it to be safe enough, I began the descent. 


<Light>ing the way, after initially hunching down to enter, the floor dropped while the ceiling remained relatively level. Jagged lower portions of the walls indicated that the tunnel had originally been rather small before being excavated downwards. The roughly hewn stone seemed to have retained its durability, as the slope had many partially constructed paths that ran into cylindrical formations that could not be removed. 


I trailed my hand against the wall as we moved deeper; the silty texture alternating between flat and lumpy, as well as having some grittier spots. That didn't feel like any rock I knew, but that was to be expected. Wondering what processes formed it, and if it could even be qualified as one of the three main types of rock, we crossed over the irregular stone ground.


The air cooled as we descended for maybe five minutes, the light from the surface not visible due to the twists of the passage. Having gone down a gentle slope, it felt like we couldn't be all that deep underground, but there was no way to tell. Only the stoic stone which resided in the depths since time immemorial. What a comfortable place to be.


Eventually, though weak against my own light, I spotted a faint glow along the walls of the tunnel. A slight difference in hues, I hurried down in anticipation, wondering what the source was. The passage suddenly widening into a large stone chamber, I rubbed my hands together greedily. It seemed like the right thing to do.


Clearly established for quite some time, goblins had put in the effort to smooth out the surfaces of the room. According to tKlor’t’t nests were transient, but I supposed he meant that on a national timescale. Otherwise, why would so much work be put into such a project? Hollowed out to around 10 meters in diameter, the ceiling arched flatly about three meters above the ground; which from the goblins’ perspective must have looked much more grand than it did to me.


That said, I still found it a soothing sight; I am rather weak against underground aesthetics. A cool, dark, and silent place—there really isn’t much more relaxing than that. Even if this one was rather simple in comparison to others.


The glittering pile of treasure piled across the edges of the room certainly elevated my views as well.


In comparison to dragon hoards, or even modern day jewelry, it faltered, but it happened to be my first sight of riches in this world. I could cut it a little bit of slack. There were a few coins which the goblins collected and had no use for other than perhaps appearing more wealthy, but they did add to the richness of the pile. Other non-utilitarian items included a variety of crystals, figurines and other shiny gewgaws.


However the grand bulk of the materials were not so gaudy. Instead there were many which were dull, roughly shaped from wood or bone. Nicked and occasionally stained with blood, it was easy to tell what the true treasures were. Though they did not have the same bright and clear-cut qualities as the coins or gems, they had a radiance of their own.


Quite literally, in fact. Roughly one in twenty of those objects emitted their own faint glow, painting the surroundings with a dim prismatic light. The colors may not have been very vibrant, but it was apparent which treasures were truly valuable.


Khtraal, I really must thank you for allowing me to take a dozen of these. Since I completed such a dangerous mission for you, I won’t hold back!

            

    
        Chapter 79: One Goblin's Trash is Another Man's Trash Drops

    
    
    
    
                “I get 12; this will be number one.” Informing the guards, I reached down and picked up a crystal. Allowed to take a dozen, getting one possibly able to be sold seemed like a good idea. Around the size of two fists, it terminated on both ends. A translucent deep-blue shade, I felt it looked rather attractive.


The goblin escorts also appeared to relax somewhat. Since such warlike societies probably had little use for such things, they were probably relieved their mercenary was going after useless shinies instead of something important.


Sorry to burst your bubble, but from here on, I’m looking for the good stuff.


Activating <Death Sense>, <Mage Sight>, and <Detect Magic>, I also tried to feel the objects with {Soul Field}. <Detect Magic> and <Mage Sight> were both activated because they did not actually work in the same manner. <Detect Magic> would detect the presence of magic in items and traps, as well as describe what school of magic they were imbued with; though the magical schools didn’t exist in the same sense as Underworld, it made the same analogies. <Mage Sight> could technically cover those aspects, but was better suited to detecting spells, wizards, and residual magic effects. The schools of magic could be discerned from the information it showed, but it was not as easy to do as with <Detect Magic>. Using them both allowed me to get a general sense of the strength and direction of each item’s power.


The first thing to catch my eye were a pile of strange contraptions that somewhat resembled mushrooms. With a fire-hardened wood stem, thin strands of metal were jammed into the side. With a sharply barbed bottom and caps made from stone, bone, or earth, I sensed a malleable magic within, a feeling I would associate with transmutation. Quite interesting, I did not know their purpose, so I put it to the back of my mind. Whatever they were, given their numbers, they would probably be expendable.


Looking over the hoard, I looked over the section that seemed to be primarily made of bone. I spotted many decorated skulls not of goblin origin, and decided to take a closer look. Focusing closely, there actually seemed to be the icy blue presence of souls. Entangled, they somehow had been forced into one, and faint traces of blood red aura swirled about. 


As a necromancer, it intrigued me; so I would definitely pick at least one of those. I needed to look at the rest of the goods first.


In the same area there were vambraces made of goblin long bones, and necklaces that strung together dozens of chunks of small goblin bones. Despite being visually distinct, comparing the souls, energy, and function, they were certainly similar in function. The main distinction was the souls within the necklaces were much more varied, while the power within the vambraces was more intense. A slight aura of divination about them, they were probably used to commune with the goblin souls within. Setting aside the space for two necklaces and one vambrace, I continued on.


The last thing that stood out among the section made from the deceased was not visible from the surface. Instead, I felt it with my multitude of senses, hidden under the pile. Carefully pushing away the items atop it, I gradually pulled out a bone staff from beneath it all.


About five feet in length, the body was formed from a single femur that had been covered with a black veneer. Lumpy in some places, it still had a very smooth texture. At the top it had been gobbed on to serve as a sort of glue for a fan of bones. Splayed out like the petals of a dahlia, it began to take a spherical shape, but stopped about 15° above the horizontal; appearing unfinished as a result.


Whether it had been completed or not, there was certainly plenty of energy flowing through it at the moment. Void soul aura to be precise, which made it seem all the more mysterious.


From experience, the black void was the most unstable, and the final state of a soul. Observing many goblin deaths led to a great deal of data about the matter. When killed, the mana field that made up their body began to collapse; after it drained by around 30% I could no longer detect the field, but the aspects of souls cropped up.


Primarily in the icy blue of the most basic form of souls; a particularly brutal or long lasting death usually created a blood red taint along the soul. The exact nature of it wasn't clear, but I hypothesized it to be some sort of murderous intent that could originate from either party. If that were all, I would expect it to be more frequent than it actually was; given its nigh ubiquity among the more intelligent, I suspected there was an intelligence component related as well with less confidence. Whatever it actually was, sometimes it would remain static, and sometimes it would grow on the soul it was present in. 


As a short aside, the red present on instruments of killing were actually bits torn off of the souls of others—at least that was what I could gather.


No matter if the soul was infected with the murderous aura of remained plain, in time they would darken to the void black. It seems to be the decomposition stage of souls; vanishing without effect. I did observe it earlier imbuing the surroundings, but that likely was a result of massive quantities of it resulting in an observable number of anomalies. Across my many senses, the void soul aura did nothing but disappear, and quite readily too.


So seeing this staff functioning as a storage device for the transient void soul piqued my interest. Black soul fragments couldn't be assimilated into my Soul Power; not that that was a sufficient reason to keep me from taking it. Like the decorated skulls, it would be an excellent thing to study to learn more about the nature of souls in the world. Far surpassing the other objects, I held it up to show to Kuguhk and Khtkra to indicate it would be my second possession.


Circling around, a large segment of the goods were of too fine craftsmanship to be the work of goblins. Heading over to sift through the foreign loot, falling through the cracks between the larger objects, I spotted many translucent marbles of several hues, and varying sizes.


Ranging from the size of a golf ball down to a large pea, the distribution was mostly normal, slightly tilted to the larger sizes. Most were either green, blue, brown, yellow, or some mix of those colors, however a few red or purple spheres were also present. Protrusions began to bubble out of the larger beads, and while their presence was strong enough to be detected by <Mage Sight>, they also appeared more stormy.


Using <Mage Hand> to bring a large, light-olive marble closer to my eyes for inspection; stormy may not have been the best word, as it implies chaos. My finger hovered near its surface without touching it, {Soul Field} worked better the closer to the body it was.


The energy within roiled, but not without order; instead in ran in circuits—circuits that changed, but they were defined paths, at least to the power within. Resembling a fake soul like the ones created to animate my minions, instead of being filled up with being it was made with doing instead.


Ehh, that probably doesn’t help much does it. To try and reiterate, while most souls felt like a singular object, the bead had a presence like an animated force; perhaps in the manner of anthropomorphizing something natural, like wind or an earthquake.


While it didn’t have the disorder of those things, the bead did display an unrelenting nature, as though it had its own will. Actually, why couldn’t it? Elemental and Outsider types didn’t always have souls, the bead could very well be a fragment of some sort of elemental. Under that assumption, I had a minor epiphany about the nature of the artifact.


Looking at the array of colors, earth and water were definitely the sort of elements beings dealt with most, and yellow fit the airy nature of the yellow-bellied leaf-lickers. Probably some sort of way to commune with the spirits and enhance magic, but requiring a Will Save to use without backlash. 


The only problem was I couldn’t tell if they were expendable items or not. I could pick beads of several colors, and then even if they weren’t expendable, I could possibly have multiple elemental spirits(if that was what they were). The downside naturally being the reduction in the variety of loot I took away; which seemed like it could be much more of a hinderance.


I mentally reserved at least two spots for them and continue browsing the wares, leaving me with at least nine spots taken up.


Glancing over the rest of the forest-folk’s finagled fineries, a few happened to catch my eye; but none so much as the others. There were some hide pouches containing some magical beans, which were an incredibly tempting sight, but in the end I dismissed them as some sort of alchemical ingredient. Of the many pieces of jewellery lying about, many seemed to have very little power invested in them. They may have just been foci, but I didn’t have enough knowledge of magic items to make that distinction.


Luckily I didn’t have to. Among what seemed like trash tier drops, I spotted a speck of healing magic. Pulling out a small wooden ring with small green buds around the outside, I grinned. The power within didn’t look like much, but for me, a healing object perfectly filled in a sorely vacant area of my abilities. Necromancers deal with the body and soul, but applying their abilities to living creatures is mid to late game content. The little ring may have been underwhelming, but it satisfied me.


“Three.” I held up my hand after putting it on my left ring finger.


Seeing nothing else exceeding the value of the items previously mentioned, I collected my Quest Rewards. The jewel, bone staff, healing ring, two necklaces and one vambrace imbued with many souls, one lean skull with a monolithic soul, one with fangs embedded on two side that swirled with a number of fused lesser souls, another vaguely humanoid but elongated skull that was more intermediate, and three of the elemental beads, two large—red and mossy green—as well as a yellow one of intermediate size.


Looking over the hoard I couldn’t help but sigh forlornly. Even if most weren’t the greatest, and even the greatest were only mediocre, that didn’t stop me from wanting them. Why would anyone settle for less when they could have more?


What an alluring pile of treasure it was. Glittering with so many goodies. A shame that Khtraal kept it all packed away, never to see the light of day. Such an arrogant chief didn’t deserve such riches that he would never even use.


After all, Khtraal was opposing tKlor’t’t, with whom I had a much greater affinity. If Khtraal was pushed into a corner, perhaps one of these could be a lifesaving treasure for him, and that would be just terrible for my chubby friend. It might be better to grab a few more to deny him the resources.


Oh, but to do that I would have to fight my way out wouldn’t I? Wouldn’t that just be weakening Khtraal’s forces to secure a more solid victory for tKlor’t’t? The more I thought about the benefits, the better that choice of action seemed to be. Unfortunately it seemed I wouldn’t be able to get away with most of the goods due to my Inventory being nearly full already, but there would be no harm stabbing the enemy in the back.


I’d been killing goblins all day, what was ten or twenty thousand more?

            

    
        Chapter 80: Last Call for Loot

    
    
    
    
                “*All’s fair in love and war. Sorry chaps, but your boss is a wee bit too racist.*” As Kuguhk and Khtkra looked at each other, simply thinking I was using words they didn’t know, two flashes of silver embedded themselves into their throats, followed by a <•Magic Dart•> at each of them.


“*Ahahaha! It’s mine! All mine!*” 


Apparently I had been stupidly close to leveling up again. Man, today was a really great day wasn’t it? Even if things were getting a bit on the repetitive side, I was really seeing some results! What was that, Level 14, Level 15? Things got fuzzy in the middle of battle with all the subsequent levels.


If I tried using the next spell I desired, that would be a good diagnostic test.


That being a more rational though, it didn’t come until a while later. At the moment avarice overcame prospects of the future and I summoned Clavi and the Freshmen to help me gather up the wealth in the room. Giving them some simpler instructions, they collected up the coins in the room to start, while I spent my time grabbing the items of greater value.


Inventory once again brought its hammer of arbitrary limitations down upon me. Almost none of the objects stacked with each other, particularly any of the soul items. It seemed there may have been a bit of consistency, something about souls was just incompatible with stacking. That didn’t apply to the elemental beads, though the different elements did not overlap.


The regular, nonmagical crystals didn’t seem to want to stack if their size or color varied either. 


Cut me some slack, Inventory! You expect me to haul all this stuff out of here like some peasant? As if! 


“*Oh denizens of the deep dark, arise! Commanded by the might of my black magics, come to do my bidding, enslaved under my yoke to carry out the foulest and most miserable of tasks—manual labor!*” Cackling, I pulled out a few generic goblin corpses to zombify and serve as pack mules.


Wantonly stacking piles of necklaces and bone armors along each, half a dozen zombies quickly garnered the appearance of skeletal amalgamations. Their agility, already quite poor, fell even further; the fact that the items covering them needed to remain safe limited them as well. 


As the larger goods were loaded onto them, I pondered over the six or seven additional items I could take. With the Clavi and the others out of the Inventory, four more slots were opened up for use. Settling on only using six, I would keep one as a safe house for Clavi; no harm would come to my little skeleton! 


Eh, the other three could fight for their survival. They could get by, maybe—if not it would be a bummer, but nothing too terrible.


Reaching into the piles of junk I sifted about for something that I could spirit away en masse other than gemstones. Spotting a quiver of imbued arrows, their enchantments weren’t great, but could be useful. Before actually taking them I made sure I could find more than one set of arrows to stack. Honing in on similar auras, I tracked down two grosses of arrows—about two dozen per quiver. Naturally Inventory would only accept one type of imbuement, so I used two slots to come away with 14 dozen.


Away from the combat oriented items, a faintly glowing pair of thick lensed glasses sat on the ground. Putting them on, they enhanced the light of the room. <Light> made that fairly useless, but I stuck them on one of the zombies because they fit. After that, I found another bag of nuts, however unlike the the ones from earlier, a thin aura of evocation hung over them. 


Resembling a walnut, green twigs were jammed into the split that around the center. There were tons of them, so I tried to figure out what its purpose was.


“*Alakazam! Abrakadabra! Bippity-boppity-boo!*” Poking and prodding and prying, the ‘magical’ item acted rather stubborn and refused to unveil its secrets to me. Resistance is futile! Do you think I reached my level without any hint of divination abilities? 


{Ancient Memories}—Activate!


{Ancient Memories} is a very peculiar class ability, while thematically necromancers tend to have access to forbidden lore and ancient knowledge, that usually is in reference to their ability to raise the dead. Other than access directly from the departed, divination is an aspect frequently dismissed from the necromancer’s repertoire. 


Not so in Underworld of Armok; Necromancers were defined less by their ability to raise the dead than their ability to bend souls to their whims. The forceful manipulation of souls is an important point, as there are other classes, such as the Ancestral Totemics, which have a more cooperative relationship with the departed. {Ancient Memories} was one of the abilities that blurred the line between the two schools, accessible to both types of classes—though the skill trees weren’t the same in many cases, and naturally led to different fusions between Class Abilities.


At its core, {Ancient Memories} was built around detecting traces of souls. In Underworld this meant divining a monster or player’s trail and stats. More arcane, and useful abilities such as [Forgotten Dreams] and [Echoes] gave nifty buffs, and the ever desired Disruption of the Rivers series of spells with excellent offensive power. According to in game lore the later effects were caused by stirring up the spirits in the air(the lands in Underworld were essentially permeated with souls of the damned); which made me quite desirous of completing the tree to see how the effect would carry over.


While in the later levels I would possibly be able to influence them, the Alric in the moment could only use {Ancient Memories} to try and listen in to what the spirits of this realm were saying. Holding the nut, I put it to my ear to try and listen.


The ear, because it seemed most similar to an auditory sensation. Listening to the echoes of something that happened long ago, slippery whooshes and spiked snapping noises came from the past. Like sight, there is very little point in breaking what is observed into parts too small to recognize. Playing a game of free association, I cross referenced the different feelings gotten from various objects in the room.


It all swiftly turned into white noise, and my head began ringing. Massaging my temples, as I strode around the room trying to find the loudest and most shrill memories that cried out. New senses were not easily assimilated into the brain; that said, neither was it an impossibility. A large selling point of many of the later VR games was integrating new senses into the mind. Of course, very few devs could build a totally foreign sense from the ground up, and typically modeled their new sense after an old one. Brains also found senses with similarities to old ones easier to process, being able to take shortcuts by fusing them together somewhat. The more discrepancies there were, the more likely a player would experience too much latency to play the game, unable to process the data well enough on their own causing some network problems.


Allegedly, the headache inducing feedback I experienced while trying to comprehend the sound-textures of {Ancient Memories} would still be considered an average affinity. Honestly, I think the testing gear may have had a problem when my diagnostics were run, but according to the machines this level of incompatibility should be easily overcome. I wasn’t about to fall to the left of the bell curve and give up because it was too hard, so pressing on I made associations with my new sensation.


As though stepping into the blazing sun from a dim cave, the incomprehensible cacophony subsided into a merely confounding tone. They were still things I had no prior knowledge of, but comparing them with one another, I could begin to understand. Whatever the walnuts were, they served a sly and deceptive purpose.


With that knowledge along with the quantity present, I hypothesized that the nuts served as some sort of disposable distraction device. It seemed that actual mages, or shamen, or whatever, didn’t make up a great deal of any population. So it would follow that the objects did not require magical activation, though given how much tKlor’t’t referenced their affinity for the spirits, that might not have been the case.


At least needing to try, I rolled the walnut in my hand, and got ready to run silently. Bouncing on the balls of my feet, I tossed it aside in a long arc while stepping forward.


Naturally being in a small cavern meant the seed bounced of the ceiling, rebounded off a wall and fell somewhere into the piles of junk I’d not deigned to look upon. Clavi shook his head, and would have been rolling his eyes if he had any. 


Shk shk— starting to grind his jaw side to side in an amused fashion, Clavi leapt into the air as a clatter came from the pile of treasure behind him, clocking his noggin against the roof. Several times a second there would be a clatter, until the nut propelled itself out. Hopping around a bit like a clam, it clacked across the ground in a rhythmic fashion.


“*Hahah! I knew it! Serves you right for doubting me bonehead!*” Swiftly gathering up the popper nuts, they would definitely come in handy. The way it quickly paced itself and impacted the ground made it sound a bit like footsteps; probably as designed. The ‘Popper Nuts’ could quickly be activated by bending some of the twigs by closing the hand, and then thrown a distance, after which they would bounce about. A very advanced version of throwing a rock into the bushes, developed probably because forest creatures had good hearing.


I found a less unique item that also functioned around sound—a thunderstone. It’s not like they could have copied an idea from another dimension, but since the concept was so much more familiar, it didn’t warrant the same level of intrigue. They were much more fragile than I expected, two exploding in my hands as I picked them up, giving me a hearing impaired debuff for a few seconds. Even so, three dozen or so made it into Inventory without trouble.


The other two slots remaining I used to grab many more medium sized earth and water elemental beads. Making sure to stack similar kinds of my original samples, even if they were expendable, I was set.


No more space for treasure, I collected up the coinage sifted out by the skeletons and it looked like I wouldn’t have to worry about money for some time yet. Hundreds of cupra and argent, there were 33 aurum in the mix as well. Fairly distributed towards the high end, made sense since travelers wouldn’t want to lug around huge quantities of cash. Inventory obsoleted such worries in my case though.


I was making out like a bandit, now all I had to do was head back to the village.


By heading out through the goblin nest with a vulnerable caravan. 


Hmmmm….


Having spent so much time joyously prancing about in the room of loot, the imprudent nature of my level already began fading enough that I realized I should better consider the path of retreat. Escaping wouldn't be a problem, it was escaping with maximal profit that really bothered me. 


Since the battle ahead had been justified in the name of helping tKlor’t’t, I would repay his kindness by making sure that I properly weakened Khtraal’s power base. No cardboard boxes for me and my crew, the only thing we hid behind were sharp blades.


My undead army was at least an hour away at their speed, so I had to make do with what was on hand already. I did have a nigh infinite supply of bodies piled away, and against goblins I didn't really need to go the quality route. However the unholy legion of the battlefield was better suited to long periods of grinding, and I wanted to get back to the village.


The DPS of our group needed to be raised. Cheap and high damage. Zombies were tanks, skeletons were speedsters, and ghosts...they were the heavy hitters.


I ain't afraid of no ghost, but a terror was about to descend on the Khtraal.

            

    
        Sidestory 80.1: The lesser Chief

    
    
    
    
                March, march, march....march, march, march…


“Hkejk! That tick Khtraal won’t know what’s going on until his bones are burning! If a raal is worth ten spawn, then show me, miserable tick.” On top of a long neck, a large mouth spewed insults at his old foe as the once-chief strode forth as if he commanded the horde. Kugu did not raise the matter, as he was aware that even beaten Uhkhjk held a great deal of power. Though if not for the fact that their goals coincided, he would have kept far away from him.


A eleven ten-thousands strong, Kugu walked among the center of his spawn. Only slightly larger than the average goblin, lacking any special features as well as the dextrous hands of a raal, he realized his position as chief more or less came as a fluke. Though stronger and more skilled than others, he would have never been made chief if not for the power vacuum in the area. Thinking that amassing power would help protect him, Kugu connived his way into becoming chief.


In retrospect the decision had been a poor one. Though he attuned himself with the nest, and it recognized him in turn, Kugu’s strength was far inferior to that of other chieftains. As a result, even with a decent nest, though his spawn became more numerous, they were not equal to the spawn of other chiefs. Such a desired position made him look like a delectable target.


He suffered multiple assassination attempts; unsurprisingly more from his allies than their current target. After all, Khtraal focused his efforts on the larger threats. Instead those outcasts from the north thought they could use an extra nest, and he would be an easy target. Not that Kugu ever truly believed in alliances, but the steady assault of assassins weakened his already lacking elite forces.


The reason he marched today would be to escape his troubles. His forces would clash with those of Khtraal, and after some nominal fighting in person, he would take several of his elites and vanish into the woods.


Living outside of a nest presented a harsh life, but in Kugu’s eyes, it was no more difficult than what he already dealt with. Finding food out of necessity seemed like a strange act; though most other life forms needed to do so, he was still a goblin. The chiefs of the south were seen as gluttonous by those of the north, but Kugu lived in the middle forest for most of his life. Seeing how much more rapidly they developed themselves showed they were not actually weak as he hoped they were when setting out. At least he learned their ways and some of the strategies to hunt reliably and for long periods.


“Fellow Chief, I look forward to seeing you defeat Khtraal. You will certainly be able to kill many of his spawn.” As they marched, Kugu made sure to try and incite Uhkhjk to taking the front lines to separate them. It would be good if he was killed as it would lend credibility to his own faked death. Though there were no doubt tKlor’t’t’s shamen among his spawn, so he did not dare order it done by his own hand.


tKlor’t’t, that falling leaf, Kugu admitted to himself that the fat chief was perhaps the greatest in the south. Acting as a double agent, while he might have been a triple agent, perhaps he was a quadruple agent. He could have no allegiances at all and just pushed every turn towards a direction he wanted. Whenever Kugu tried reasoning out his movements, his nose began to wrinkle in confusion. The only conclusion was to be careful in matters relating to tKlor’t’t.


Besides, other than possible rats, there was little guarantee he could take down Uhkhjk. Though the long-necked one had a similarly small body, Uhkhjk’s bite was incomparably vicious. Even if there was not a battle about to take place it would be too risky. Kugu just had to hope that the hatred of raal would send him on a foolish crusade to his death. His arrogance was certainly seemed high enough to try.


“Defeat? Kill? I will feast on his spawn until nothing but bones remain. All of his nests will be obliterated, and I will have tKlor’t’t sacrifice a hundred wargs to me!”


“Yes, the Large Chief is quite deceptive.” Despite not wanting to speak ill of the Zzshzsh, Kugu was more interested in getting Uhkhjk to overextend himself. Besides, it was he who was present and not tKlor’t’t; better not to upset the current threat than the future one, especially when he might be able to escape.


Uhkhjk raved about the atrocities he would commit upon Khtraal’s land as they marched through the morning darkness. Yhrack was hardly three hours south, yet some of the warg riders and other still felt the need to descend on several goblins for a meal. At least the short distance meant they were not consuming each other at an appreciable rate. There was still an hour or so left, and Kugu hoped none of his elites would eat each other in that time.


Then, he felt an ill omen from the outskirts.


Almost weak to the point of nonexistence, Kugu was still a chief and one with the nest, those under him still provided a connection. It was only in great numbers that he could feel any effects though, and those around the edges of the army were being severed like the muscles of a chikan.


“There is trouble towards the outskirts. The raal are making a challenge.” Keeping his words from being able to be directed towards himself, Uhkhjk’s face scowled with dark glee.


“Then it seems it is time for me to show them the power of a true goblin. Tell me where they are!”


The two of them split, Uhkhjk heading west and Kugu heading east for a short while before stopping. He certainly wasn’t about to head out to the front lines without knowing the threat estimate. Picking south randomly, he headed that way in case the enemy was looking for him while waiting for a report to find its way to him.


His evasive maneuver halted, and his eyes widened. To the south, a sudden and mysterious assault began. Had the initial strikes been a diversion? If so should he move to the front to help counter it, or fall back until he could engage safely? More spawn were being lost than to either of the flanks and at an incredibly steady rate as well.


Anxiously grinding his sword, Kugu played it safe and waited for his elites to begin gathering around him before heading to the main point of conflict. He needed to at least scratch the enemy’s leg before running. His horde frantically rushed forwards, and he went with the natural current that formed from the hordes restless movement to make his way south. As he did so, one of his elite spearmen reported in.


“Chief! To the south, the dead walk! To the sides, tKlor’t’t riders have pinned down your elites!”


“tKlor’t’t riders and the dead? Are you sure?” 


“Living skeletons as well, my Chief, there is no mistaking it! A human seems to be leading them.”


Kugu repeatedly clamped and unclamped his uneven teeth in different positions. Undead, human, and tKlor’t’t? Whatever was going on, it did not bode well. tKlor’t’t really wasn’t on the side of the alliance. He supposed even if he did possess a shaman he wouldn’t inform them of the betrayal, they could all rot. tKlor’t’t found some forbidden power, and the end was definitely nigh for those who he wished to sweep aside. Even the chief outcast ages ago that lurked on the fringes of the woods would be served up on a platter.


Kugu needed to make a perfect escape from it. tKlor’t’t was thorough, perhaps he could suffer a few wounds before getting away. According to what he heard, skeletons and the walking dead were fairly slow, though there was the risk of poisoning. Taking a look at the human first would be a good idea, very few of them were actually strong, especially those that were shamen. Once the human tired out, he could fight it and be hit before taking a wound and retreating. That would at least plant some doubt in tKlor’t’t’s mind.


Pushing his way through the thick ranks of goblins who barely parted for him, Kugu stopped his men a short distance from the confrontation point. He wanted them to be able to back him up, but he also didn’t want to jump in and kill the enemy too easily before getting wounded. It would be more suspicious if they just looked on. Fanning them out to cover multiple escape routes, Kugu moved in to confront the enemy.


Footsteps slow and heavy almost immediately, he looked up to the battle ahead of him through the trees. Yes, up. The woods here were flat, yet the very ground seemed to be propped up by layers and layers of his horde. Two or three were dead under every footfall, how overbearing was this fight? Kugu’s eyes were drawn to the loudest area first.


Filled with screams against silence, the sound of metal tearing open flesh rolled off the front line. Standing against his soldiers were over a hundred goblins with vacant expressions and sallow skin. Their innumerable injuries leaked a vile black ichor as they formed a circle and defensively held their position while maintaining their balance. A goblin that got too close would find themselves grappled, and slowly beaten to death; not because of overwhelming muscles, but because the dead were relentless and no attack damaged them enough. The corpses would suffer a few scratches before bludgeoning the victim’s skull or gut, or biting their neck, dropping them and ready for the next.


That was not all, for a slow creature might have been eventually worn down, but from behind the moving corpses, skeletons wielded innumerable spears and swords, jabbing unceasingly at those who would approach them. Untiring, an approaching goblin stymied by the outer ring one second would find themselves endlessly perforated the next. In an unprecedented manner, the two groups worked smartly together, using the speed and agility of the skeletons to macerate the spawn held off by the moving corpses.


Kugu could not believe his eyes, nightmares manifesting in such a manner was not something that should happen. Death rose up, blood increasing the humidity of the air and seeping down through the new topsoil of the dead. If a body crawls up, you can fight it, and if a pack of undead find you, gather your tribe to exterminate them. But hundreds? What can goblins do against such creatures, especially when they exhibit more intelligence than the average goblin?


Run. Running was the only option.


But Kugu made a mistake. His eyes caught sight of a hill, and followed the slope to the top.


A barbaric human, larger than he had ever seen stood atop the plateau of bodies. Swinging a large club he laughed maniacally, his shirtless body covered in scraps of the dead. Every swing of his weapon crumpled a goblin and sent them flying, making the human smile ever more joyously as though it were a game. So thickly steeped, it looked as though his very hair was made of blood. 


Looking down on Kugu, he called in the human language, spraying blood as he slapped his chest in challenge.


Kugu did not stand and fight if the opponent could possibly defeat him, but running away was not an option. As soon as he turned, the devil would certainly descend on him out of anger. He could only try and fight his way out. Like an infant thrown to the wargs.


Taking a deep breath, running forward with his sword out, Kugu charged up the slope. Feet stumbling up the hill of corpses, the chief roared, trying to rid the oppressive feeling from around him, trying to gain some semblance of a virtuous battle.


He had never been one for such thoughts before, why now? Why in the face of death did he struggle so hard to exemplify the strength a chief should be able to show? From birth until now, Kugu realized that he could not match his brethren. He’d only been born slightly clever, and clung to his moderately good fortune to get through life. Running from a dangerous fight was all he knew how to do, the thoughtless conflict of the goblin race, pride and honor through strength and feasting, none of that could be attained by him.


When his progenitor Kggruk fell, he had been there; yet unlike those elites that fell to their knees at the moment of his death, Kugu merely felt a twinge. Unlike the tribes of the south, those goblins in the middle and northern territories believed in grooming their descendants and forming bonds. Despite his lack of strength, Kggruk and the others kept him as part of their tribe.


Yet when they were assaulted, Kugu fled, and even the death of his progenitor did not slow his flight from his tribe. Before he had never looked back and regretted the action, all the others had died—how could fleeing have been the wrong choice? Perhaps that had been his only inheritance, not the hide, but Water. To flow without compunction.


But now, his arms were growing numb with each clash between the two of them. The demonic human seemed egged on with each weapon Kugu managed to destroy, though it was clear he intentionally used no techniques. His spawn crawled up the mountain of corpses to try and slow down the monster, but they would be killed in moments.


“Coordinate your attacks!” It was useless, even if they did listen it wouldn’t improve their chances. Yet they continued to fight on after all those in front of them had perished. Because that was the goblin way.


Fight, eat, die.


Goblins did not long for death, but neither were they averse, they were far too surrounded by it for it to be feared. They fought to eat, and ate to fight; they would die trying to eat, and die to be eaten. Kugu wondered if the reason he ran away that day had to do with the fact that he belonged in the southern tribes, where everyone was expendable. Kggruk and his comrades helped provide for him in his time of need, and he never thought to return the favor.


But now, stance failing, Kugu couldn’t bring himself to run away this time. He had been weak, nothing more than a joke among chieftains. Facing a tyrannical existence, there was no way to escape.


Perhaps this was his chance to live up to the virtue of being a goblin. To exhibit power on the battlefield.


Fight, eat, die; and all his life he had eaten.


A blow struck against his arm, and Kugu growled as his muscles deadened. Over and over, he couldn’t make any progress against the human, yet he pushed his skill with the sword forward. Spawn crawling from all directions helped ease his situation, but it all happened in vain. Kugu swore again and again, at the very least he would make the foul human suffer one wound!


Striking with his sword again and again, he noticed out of the corner of his eye, his elites were coming into view. Spotting their progenitors suppression, several charged towards both the monstrous human and the undead. Those that charged towards him were dispatched with ease similar to the rest, but when they attacked the undead, though they were repelled, the devil paused for a moment.


“Chief! Uhkhjk is to the northwest!”


Kugu sprinted down the mountain of corpses. Fighting could be done at any time. If he could fight such a monster and escape, then no mere goblin would trouble him. Lord or King, he’d no doubt that even if they happened to be stronger, they would be nowhere near as terrifying. He could stand and fight against anything from now on, so long as it wasn’t that.


Kugu shivered as he felt connections sever behind him; the demon not giving up on the hunt. So many were falling to his blade, yet he continued to shorten the distance between them. Kugu stumbled forward on wounded legs, his spawn pushing him along. If only he reached Uhkhjk, then the foolish chief might be able to buy him some time.


Something hit him from behind, sending him crawling across the ground for several moments, but Uhkhjk would have been in sight if not for the spawn between them. He only needed to hold out a few moments more.


Death that came to the forest today, with his elites and spawn. There was no glory in stabbing fire, or biting at lightning, but on this field of carnage Kugu found his spirit. From this moment on, he could live true to the goblin way and himself. On the brink of death did he learn—


Caught in an icy grip, Kugu could barely screech before losing his head.




            

    
        Sidestory 80.2:  The Summit of the Heirs

    
    
    
    
                “Master KeDolas, I am glad you were able to meet with me.” Slim face, slim waist, slim legs, even the wavy hair the color of starlight that went down to the small of her back appeared sleek. With the beauty of an ice sculpture, the young lady poured some tea out for her dour faced guest before reclining back onto a luxurious couch.


“Miss YuVoin, I know the situation.” Tersely, he lifted the cup and drank from it. After a long sip, he looked down at the bottom of the empty glass. “This is a strike.”


“Please forgive me, I just thought it might help you relax. You KeDolas are always so uptight—you especially Marton. Maybe if you cut loose you could see the colors of magic as my family does.” Karen seductively arched her back over the armrest of the couch she splayed herself across. More out of habit than expectation of eliciting a reaction; the KeDolas family may as well have been golems, perfectly in control of themselves and programmed from a young age.


She’d just put some hallucinogens in his drink, and he calmly dismissed the matter. Karen didn’t expect them to have much effect on her rival family’s next leader, but even so the reaction was just too dead. At the very least she hoped he would change his expression.


“Get down to business. I am not here simply to meet with you.”


“Tch. I don’t know how those three can stand being around you, nor why you grace them with your presence. This is just a single leaf of the Western Array; they’re nothing special.” Karen couldn’t help but sneer while mentioning Marton’s acquaintances. Other than Marten, they were worthless, and even he amounted to little on a larger scale. The YuVoin family stretched across all four arrays, yet she was being causally dismissed.


“Have you ever been to the center of this array?” Karen tightened up at Marton’s words. Toneless, it was his words that carried the cutting edge; asking a simple question that impartially judged depending on her answer. 


Cold, stoic, balanced; the KeDolas family saw themselves as emotionless arbiters to judge others. Their self-righteousness only cut when you answered wrongly, but you only ever had a chance to answer wrongly. Only by detaching themselves from worldly matters could they judge without hypocrisy, and that was just what they did. 


And so since time immemorial, her YuVoin family, the scions of emotion, had an unfavorable relationship with them. People are not meant to remain bottled up, why else did willpower have such a strong impact on spellcasting? While one shouldn't be thoughtless, they should never be inauthentic. No matter how hard the KeDolas tried to remove themselves, judgements resulted from the self. The YuVoin felt ambition, bravery, compassion; in the end, they would be the ones to remain.


Even so, there was a reason the KeDolas could hold on to their outdated beliefs. To her family, they were the perfect counter, easily grabbing on to their emotions and twisting them. No matter how much Karen despised Marton’s dead tone, even without any maliciousness, the words twisted a knife into her gut.


Damn it, she should be allowed some pride over a backwater prodigy! She was an heir to the YuVoin family, how could some nobody possibly match up to her? How could his talents even compare to someone like her with the blessing of the YuVoins spread across every array?


“What does it matter if I have been or not? He certainly hasn't! How could someone limited to a single leaf of a single array measure up to myself? More than anyone you should know the benefits of having the aid of a family like mine. That sort of person won’t amount to anything.”


“Your family does not teach, letting you grow wildly. Strong, but you do not learn to put aside your biases. The YuVoin have information, but not knowledge; this is why I am able to see what you cannot.” Marton made points she did not agree with, yet could not refute them coherently. 


Looking into her eyes and registering her disdain, he reached towards one of the many knives in the holsters along the lower portion of his suit. Drawing one out, Karen raised an eyebrow; despite being overly logical in almost every case, the one exception was in regards to their personal knives, which the KeDolas treated with absurd reverence.


The blade looked quite simple, though it had no doubt been made with a rare metal of some sort. It put her on guard, any knife was a weapon in the hands of a six-blade master of the KeDolas family. A personal knife especially, keeping her eyes on it was just like watching another one of Marton’s fingers.


“This is a lesson only given to members of the KeDolas family. Before their first blade, they must understand this.” Dipping the tip of the blade down, it vanished into his arm and he dragged it forward several inches, before lifting it out. Only after several moments did it begin to bleed. Somehow, the edge lacked any blood, yet he still wiped it down with a cloth.


Karen stopped with her relaxed posture, only feeling frustrated. A KeDolas trying to proselytize to a YuVoin? There was no point to it. Whatever he meant by his action, she could only disdain it; to treat yourself so casually in service to an ideology, why suffer for something so useless?


“Hold out your arm.” Marton held out his left in front of him, staring at her. It was as if he expected she would. What idiocy, people weren’t robots.


“I’m not partaking in your masochistic ritual. Whatever your point is, you’re wrong. Anything that needs that much self harm just to make a point isn’t worth believing.”


“Hold out your arm. You can heal yourself afterward.”


“That’s not the point, and you know it. This is just some stupid thing you do to your initiates. You don’t need to bother with this, heal yourself up and we can start talking about my family’s request.” Karen rolled her eyes with a soft groan. She regretted not getting on with it and triggering the lecturing nature of the KeDolas. They thought they could just describe the basic truths of the world, as if that would suddenly convince anyone they were right.


“Hold out your arm. This is a valuable favor freely given to you, and there is no refusal.” Lightly gasping, Karen felt a chilling aura beginning to bear down on her. It was only out of surprise, as such an effect meant nothing to someone at her level. Marton might be able to be more forceful, but it showed he was beginning to get serious.


Karen narrowed her eyes, giving him an icy glare in turn. Two could play at that game, and she would definitely be able to overwhelm him. After all, exuding a malicious presence was based on emotions. But she remembered her surroundings and why she bothered attending Jegel; it wasn’t in her best interest to get into a serious fight. If it placated him, she could easily fix herself up later. Karen figured it would be less troublesome to just go along with him.


“Fine. Don’t expect that I’ll agree with your imbecilic ideas.” Holding out a slender arm, the faint feeling vanished like a tiny flame in the wind. 


Marton reached over, grabbing her extended arm with his wounded one, keeping it upright so his blood did not spill. His smooth and lean hands held on to her wrist to keep it in place, for someone so cold the grasp was surprisingly warm and gentle. Well, it wasn’t as if she was resisting—if he had been more forceful, she would have complained about it.


After all, it was only a thin cut. Karen had not travelled to the Center of the Western Array, but it wasn’t as if she’d never taken part in real battles. She suffered from broken bones and torn internal organs and continued fighting, the heirs to the YuVoin family were not coddled. Pain was not foreign to her, and no YuVoin lacked willpower.


She only slightly winced as metal entered her skin without resistance. As expected, it was unpleasant, but totally bearable for someone of her caliber.


Karen’s delusion only lasted until the blade entered its full depth. A searing fire and glacial ice rose up in an apocalyptic storm. When her flesh had been sliced in battle, it did not match a thousandth of this pain. When her bones snapped, it paled before in unrelenting pain that refused to subside. Marton’s hand clenched tightly, keeping her forearm totally immobilized, as she began to try and wrench herself free.


If she had been in a calm state of mind, perhaps she could have done something, but under the crushing pressure of pain it was as if she no longer existed. Pain, and experiencing pain were all that she was for those moments. Unable to use magic, or even vocalize; Karen couldn’t feel fear or hatred, every ounce occupied by the primal signal saying something was wrong.


Unable to grasp time, she didn’t know if it had been an eternity or an instant. As soon as she regained her senses, Karen attempted to begin a spell reflexively, but her mind was in such turmoil it was impossible for her.


Marton looked on, unsurprised by the reaction, only going to wipe off his knife.


“There is no need for the wound to remain now.” Taking out a second silky cloth for his flesh, he wiped himself down as his body knitted itself back together. “This is the first lesson of the KeDolas family. I will explain it, for though it will taint your understanding, you are not a member of the family. Even if two experience the same, they will not react the same. No matter who it is, pain is pain, yet differences arise. Birth, training, talent, none of these are truths. There is only what is, and what we do.

“Understand I value them more than you. If your position means nothing, it means nothing. Now we may move on.”


Karen’s mind spun, trying to get a grasp of what in the world the KeDolas heir attempted to convey, but her mind still spun. What sort of madmen made up their family? If their new recruits really went through such a process, then the whole organization must be insane. If all their leaders were like Marton who could shake off such a feeling—impossible, he had to have done something to her in particular. No one could kill off enough of themselves to ignore something like that.


“Sadistic scum—” She clenched her teeth, trying to force a healing spell to form. It took her several tries before managing. “What did you do, you cheap bastard, no way you can just—that...ugh.” Head still reeling, she was glad they were already sitting down so she could manage to save at least some dignity by not falling down.


“To reach the second blade, one must be able to inflict the wound on themself. Any senior member of the KeDolas can do this while retaining their mind. That lesson is not necessary for you, but this is no trick. What is, is.”


Gritting her teeth, she regretted the course of events. Despite unsettling her, the wound closed easily and wouldn’t pose any long term problems. If her mental state was disregarded, things were exactly the way they were beforehand. And being authentic with herself didn’t just mean trying to return the favor, no matter how satisfying it would feel.


He could call the YuVoin egotistical, but they weren’t narcissists. She could recognize there were things more important than grudges, no matter how justified. This needed to be one of those rare occasions when the YuVoin and KeDolas stood together. 


Karen took a deep breath, calming herself.


“You owe me for that. What we are about to discuss is already high grade information; the only reason I would tell you is because of necessity. In addition to your...transgression, that’s only fair.” Marton made no sign of acceptance or refutation of the idea, waiting for her to get to the point. “The YuVoin request the assistance of the KeDolas in convincing the Golograth to provide an exception to the Pact of Restriction.”


Finally making a move, the heir to the KeDolas crossed his arms and began tapping at his chin. It may not have been much, comparing it to his stillness earlier he may as well have leaped out of his chair. Not that doing so would have been too great a reaction either.


The Pact of Restriction was something not well known, but anyone who became powerful enough would eventually hear of it. A treaty between the three, technically four, great families: YuVoin, KeDolas, Golograth, and Elyisil. Formed back in a time when the YuVoin, KeDolas, and Golograth warred across the land without reservation, the unchecked conflict left billions of miles devastated and tainted with a slurry of magics.


Normal humans could not survive the endless slaughter between the three factions; the exceptionally gifted would stake out small claims as warlords, only to be swept away by the next pass by one of the big three. Vast swathes of simpler lands were swallowed up by the clans without a second thought, or care for the inhabitants. More of this territory existed than could ever be inhabited, but they fought for it only as means to procure cheap resources for their true end.


The four Arrays, existing equidistant unimaginable distances apart. Except for large scale magical artefacts, they were too far separated for even magical communications to breach the distance. Yet each one had such value that even unimaginable distances did not stifle the dream to capture all four. At the center of each array, a foreign power accumulated in quantities far surpassing anything even the greatest within the three families could harness, forming jewels with more power than many gods.


No family would give in, yet due to the infinite expanse of land the battle covered, none would ever truly be defeated; strongholds had thousands of years to entrench themselves before their discovery. Ravaged beyond recognition in many places, in time even the families saw what the war had wrought. They would not give in, but they also knew they could not continue.


And so the Pact of Restriction came into being. The YuVoin in the West Array, the KeDolas in the North Array, the Golograth in the South Array, and the East Array became the first battleground between them, with a foothold ceded to powerful independents who grew to be the Elyisil.


Forbidding each other from leaving the Arrays, the first to break it would inevitably be cut down by the other two, and with the removal of the independent families would leave two to those remaining. To maintain the rules, the other factions kept a presence near their enemies, and in time it became clear that the newest fortresses, planned to stand for eternity, would likely do just that. Thoughts of overthrowing the masters of any Array other than the East alone was foolish.


Contemporary times were fought in the underworld, with each family usually holding power over the major crime syndicates elsewhere. Their aim was to siphon away as many resources as possible to the homeland, but the dream of breaking the stalemate grew fainter every year, and even the Elyisil began setting down roots over the millennia. None of them dared to make an open strike against the independents; to break the status quo at all meant that the benefits outweighed the risk of possible extermination.


Karen was not only asking to break the status quo, but to bring all three families to the table on equal footing. If it had just been a conversation with the KeDolas to attack the Golograth it may not have been surprising, but the YuVoin wanted them involved as well.


“Why? What matter requires us to act in unison?”


“Gods.” Karen cleared her throat. “At least three of them are acting up. Maybe six. Maybe more. Something is happening out in the common lands, and they are beginning to fight over it.”

            

    
        Sidestory 80.3: The Lonely Wanderer

    
    
    
    
                Walking for days, an endless expanse of water stretched before the traveler. He was told he would come to a large river, but it resembled an ocean more than anything. From the steep banks to the southern horizon, the sky’s rippling reflection distorted atop the rushing waters. Unending to both east and west, Chistopher Michaels sat forlornly under the shade of a tree that grew perilously close to the bank.

Prying one of the strange bluish stones out of the dirt, he wound his arm back and cast the rock over the river where it vanished into the distance at a speed he couldn’t track. Lying facedown in the overgrown banks, he should have just stuck to the roads. Even if it drew attention to him, it wasn’t as though anything posed a danger to him. Instead, he foolishly marched towards Braan on his own.

Apparently vastly underestimating just how far he needed to travel, Christopher hadn’t seen a living soul in weeks, and he only recently reached the Eel River. That didn’t account for a single percent of the distance he needed to travel. Mentally the journey could be calculated, but reality was so much more ephemeral than numbers; there was a thousandfold difference between a thousand and a million, but the difference between ten miles and a hundred miles was even greater. All of it just blended into an eternity.

If only he’d traveled with someone, even if it took longer, even if he never managed to reach Braan in his life, at least he would have company. Returning to travel with that kind merchant and his horse, even if he never learned anything about the strange world, it would be better than the damning isolation.

Rolling over to scratch as an ant crawled onto him, he curled up, pulling his sword off his back and holding it to his chest. The situation could only be blamed on his own poor decisions which was the worst part. Blame couldn’t be shifted to anyone, the only thing not of his doing was being transported to the strange world, which was not something that could be undone by laying blame. What you cannot change, make the most of anyway, and Christopher had failed in that regard.

Perhaps almost month had passed since his arrival, though keeping track was difficult due to how quicker days. Since it seemed to synch up with how time passed in Underworld of Armok at first it hadn’t caused any problems, but mental stress from the unfamiliar pattern began building up. Thankfully his body was unreal, and never seemed to suffer any ill effects from it.

That felt like one of the strangest things to have happened. Upon first arriving in the deep forest, Christopher thought a troll must have hit him with a displacement hex, or something of a similar nature. Nothing to go off of, after much debate, he decided to use one of his Imprisonment Bones.

Reaching out, his Inventory display did not appear.

This didn’t cause him to worry, as though it never happened to him before, the default setting for Inventory did not use an interface. Failing again, he realized there must have been a small glitch in the system. His attunement was on the low side of average, but knowing he couldn’t use the display, it only became a small hurdle instead of trying the same thing in futility.

A finger bone traced with dull, thin red lines, Christopher began thinking that his teleportation had not been the work of a mere troll. Normally the lines of the Imprisonment Bone pulsed with a faint glow, now it appeared deadened. Trying to summon up his spell screen, that too did not appear. Having learned from his Inventory, he tried directly casting the spell.

Then, a strange and ethereal shape appeared before him. It slightly hurt to look at, but he felt as though he found the reason for the recent problems; the Developers launched an update and some things fell through the cracks. It calmed him, but there was still the problem of the Imprisonment Bone.

Flailing his arms at the shape from the spell, he unintuitively interacted with it, moving different colored shapes into it like a puzzle. They grew over time, and decreased when moved; when his arm moved up they twisted depending on how far his arms moved, and when they dropped the shape would translate. Only difficult due to a lack of proper control, Christopher hoped that Intelligence and Wisdom made it easier, otherwise spellcasters had just experienced a huge nerf. Though the Developers put more thought into things than that, so other than an initial shift, things likely wouldn’t change much.

Eventually managing to complete the spell shape, he suddenly felt something drain out of him, making him a bit lightheaded for a moment. Digging even a bit out of his small mana reserves must have caused it, there really was a large change to how magic operated. Unfortunately it seemed that extended to the results of the spell as well.

Again a concrete display had been omitted, leaving only a fuzzy string of subjective emotional feelings entering his head in a painful fashion. Pain wasn’t removed from Underworld of Armok, but he hadn’t been expecting it, and the sensation didn’t feel entirely like pain in the first place. It seemed like the Devs made some more immersive senses.

Not fond of the electrical inchworms crawling across his skull, Christopher felt relieved that the new sensation synergized with him enough that he could interpret the information. Upon seeing that the Imprisonment Bone had become unbound, he grit his teeth unhappily before putting it back inside his Inventory, thrusting his hand into the air a few times before succeeding.

So far things looked quite down for him, and he became a little anxious that physical skills experienced the same sort of increase in difficulty.

Drawing his black bastard sword and slashing, his sword clearly felt uneasy. The emotion from Hadri surprised him, but Christopher completed the simple [Wind Slash] with ease. Unlike magic, the system used for the Blademaster class skills suited him well.

Tracing a five foot white-green arc with Hadri’s tip in an instant, it sped forward. Disappointingly, the thin crescent seemingly passed through the forest, doing no damage to the huge trunks. Feeling downcast for a few moments, the tall canopy in front of him began to shudder.

Reflexes kicking in, he cut through space to teleport a few dozen meters backwards.

Seeming to be only a result of his own actions, Christopher acted with plenty of time to spare; watching as the tops of the trees leisurely fell to the ground. With his mouth wide open, he could only stare, what sort of zone had terrain that easily destroyed? Did a decimal accidentally get placed in front of a ton of zeros?

Holding out Hadri, he gently waved it through a nearby trunk, and it passed through with the ease of cutting through water. Grabbing it, so long as he put in the slightest effort it could be compressed with his bare hands. Though unexpected, Underworld of Armok always had a few weird places. After a few moments of panicking over the update, he decided to have a bit of fun tearing up the landscape, trying to see if anything would happen.

He encountered a few monsters, but they were similarly weak. Christopher spent his time getting used to the new interface, perhaps this was a new tutorial zone for a major overhaul. Such things happened in several other games.

After three in-game days, he started to become skeptical of that; feeling that things felt a bit too real after interacting with the world thoroughly. He even felt the need to use the bathroom at one point, and became hungry enough to eat a few rations out of his Inventory despite not having taken any damage.

Due to these strange occurrences, he got the urge to log out. But without the display, he couldn’t figure out how to. Compared to actual actions, the act of logging out was too abstract to properly envision.

At this point, Christopher began to panic.

Frantically, he kept trying to open the main console and log out, then trying to change any options that he remembered. For an hour, he hectically flitted between actions, trying to vary them up, needing to find some way to get out of the game. The Bond Vials in his Inventory were all just as inert as Imprisonment Bone; he had no way of contacting anyone who might know what was going on.

Christopher only ever heard of things like this, and only in the inaccurate science fiction of the past. They weren’t his thing, but brought up the possibility of dying. He couldn’t help but fear for his life, no matter how absurd it seemed. He did not usually exhibit erratic behaviour, but the situation was far from normal.

Everything became a timeless blur, the sun racing across the hole in the canopy. He froze up and stayed in place within the forest. In comparison to him, everything was so weak that the danger seemed manageable.

But when the immediate panic died down, Christopher realized that nothing would change if he just sat there. He needed to risk danger to find out what was going on. Slowly convincing himself; the firm presence Hadri gave off returned some confidence in his abilities.

While only a middle level player, Christopher played as a single-target tank. Though there were many things he couldn’t kill, with caution he should be able to survive. So he set out to what looked to be the south from the way the sun moved across the sky.

After wandering around for several more days, he finally found a road and shortly thereafter he met with Castor, who gave him food and directions to a town. He had been confused, as the merchant seemed to lifelike to be an NPC, but they also did not seem worried about being trapped inside the game that no longer resembled Underworld of Armok.

Chalking it up to whatever changed how abilities worked, Christopher continued on, following the merchant’s directions. After fumbling his way into the city, he found many inhabitants, but they all seemed to have lived there their entire lives—there was no one he could identify as a player.

Worse yet, almost no one spoke english. A few people who looked foreign to the region did, and although it sounded archaic, Christopher nearly broke down in tears having found someone that spoke his tongue. And after trying to stumble through a conversation in half-familiar speech, he noticed that the NPCs were starting to view him warily.

Christopher was not the sort who planned for the incredibly unlikely, or adapted to the absurd with ease. The idea it was all real came, but couldn’t be taken seriously. A lot of technology was beyond his ken, but it was a more comforting thought to think he was merely trapped inside a server that had been transferred to another game, or something along those lines. At the very least, there was the hope someone would find him and get him out one day.

But the little things, like the skepticism of the Brannish merchants, and all their individual foibles, the fullness of the senses, made the world more and more real. It got harder to envision the world as just a game, and Christopher started to move even more cautiously than before. People stared, and he didn’t have confidence in being able to de-escalate a situation. It didn’t seem like anyone could challenge him, but the citizens were too real for Christopher to bring harm to.

After hearing where Braan was located, he set off as quickly and stealthily as possible. The merchants told him that in Derriad there was a big religion whose main church didn’t like magic users. Thinking if his class abilities, or even just the use of Inventory were seen he’d be hunted down and have to kill, Christopher resolved to not take anyone with him.

But after his last encounter many weeks ago, the strain yet again started building up. Having a hard time keeping his thoughts straight, he could only stare out over the immeasurable river. Yet again it was the dilemma like that in the forest; did he just wander up and downstream, hoping he found a way, or did he risk crossing on his own power?

            

    
        Chapter 81: The Shadows Beckon

    
    
    
    
                 {Ghost}


While they don’t have quite the same adorable and physical nature as a skeleton, the ethereal and whimsical ghost wasn’t an unpleasant creature either, depending on the style. The wraith who appears to be made of black tatters and flutters about in the wind is definitely a close runner up to a little skeleton, while the specter with a visage of the dead usually looked less than attractive. It was probably because you could usually see rot setting in on the second case.


Forming a ghost in Underworld took the fewest resources of the three main types of undead. After all, the setting was one practically made of dead souls—though using the recently deceased improved their power by a bit. For more meta reasons, incorporeals were glass cannons; considering the damage output of other players they had to be treated as one or two use disposables. Building up a slightly more durable ghost as an assassin class wasn't unheard of, but one needed to be prepared to use an exorbitant amount of resources on the endeavor and to be steeled for great losses.


However, what was the case in Underworld of Armok did not translate to the real world in all cases, and the metagame was decidedly distorted.


Level 10 should be accomplished on the first day, or second if you don't play for very long at a time. While anything could damage incorporeal spirits at lower levels, there was always some class ability within the first ten levels that allowed one to fight them regularly. Since that level could be attained so easily(in-game), not a whole lot of attention was paid to the prospect of incorporeals swarming over newbs who had no effective method of retaliation.


This wolf among sheep is about to get himself a pack.


Low-level limitations kept my options to a minimum. I really only had the option of a Soul Strand, Remnant, or Grave Shadow. These were lesser versions of ideas more commonly understood—Will o’wisps, classic ghosts, and living shadows respectively.


Of those, the Grave Shadow would be the best match for the situation at hand. Though lacking in every other aspect, they were built purely as a creature for attacking. As a lower tier creation, despite being incorporeal, they still possessed a rather visible silhouette and were constantly surrounded by faint winds to keep them from being perfectly stealthy right out of the gate. They also sometimes attracted debris from the body they were summoned from, usually resulting in a cloak of tattered clothing fluttering about them.


Will o’wisps served primarily as a spell vector, but as such they were costly mana-wise; the classical image of a ghost while it could undertake combat oriented functions directly, they were better suited for more complex manipulations, like wielding spectral weapons and whatnot. Since I didn’t exactly have any enchanted weapons of that sort on hand, I settled for the slightly fragile Grave Shadow.


Like with Clavi, I wanted to put some care into my first ghostly creation. I wanted a suitable base spirit or souls to use, but as one might expect, in a goblin lair there weren’t a whole lot of strong spirits hanging around. Soul Power could be used, but the resulting creation would be fairly homogenous and mundane. It wouldn’t have any excessive flaws, but neither would it be capable of greatness; if it managed to survive the upcoming battle, then over time I could patch up the weak points and have a truly excellent ethereal minion.


Since I wanted to go above and beyond necessity, a little deviation from standard practice would be fine.


Walking back over the skulls that bound spirits within, I began examining them, trying to discern what I could. In Underworld, other than specific receptacles, raising spirits couldn’t be used done on items. There were very few spirit-bound items in the first place, but as a meta loremaster, the forumites and I came to the generally consensus that this was due mostly to the process by which most of such items were made. As opposed to the spirit skulls, which looked like they were more or less pinned to the object, in Underworld the spirit acted as the base of the item and was modified into the artifact. 


It may have been sketchy to make assumptions based on assumptions, and the fact that as a result I began to look for what probably qualified as defective products further made the business more uncertain, the confidence from leveling up had yet to fully dissipate. So long as I was careful, what could possibly go wrong? 


Searching primarily for a monolithic skull that repulsed the souls attempting to corrupt the spirit, a somewhat animalistic skull caught my eye. It was still fairly humanoid so the exact type of animal couldn’t be discerned, but the sharp teeth indicated it a carnivore of some sort. Along the outside, thin, greyish crusts dotted the surface in partial rings. Looking at them, they seemed to be the markings of a poor adhesive. 


Many of the spirit skulls had soul-enriched vessels attached to the cranium to corrupt the spirit within, although some were impaled with spikes of a material with a similar function. It seemed the glue on it hadn’t been made well and some of the souls fell off, meaning the spirit within had a better chance to maintain its identity.


Using a combination of senses, the spirit within the canine skull seemed tenacious and vindictive, these traits likely being the reason it could last so long. Granted I wasn’t a full expert on souls and spirits in the new world yet, but even with the help of the receptacle some degradation should occur. The spirit likely possessed some formidable willpower to look so intact after who knew how long cooped up.


A strong spirit trapped in a faulty magical item? That sounded like just the thing to experiment with! You only get one chance to do something for the first time, you should be sure to go all in during that chance!


Making sure there weren’t any better items, I grabbed the skull and set to work. Perhaps because it had no physical form, or because the process required binding a spirit instead of forming a simulacrum, the spell shape lacked the...cubish nature of those meant for skeletons and zombies.


There were still the strange deep-fractal patterns, but they were much smoother, more like an apollonian gasket instead of Sierpinski triangle. Other than that, it gave off a much hotter feeling than any of the spells cast before. Not knowing if it was a fluke or not, I was already experimenting so I tried raising the temperature as high as I could. If I screwed up, so be it, but as the spell shape began to feel more and more fiery, the mana that flowed through it began to feel more stable.


Stability is good, I was probably doing something right here.


Letting my mana flow out like water, the maximum capacity since creating Clavi increased by leaps and bounds, however I hadn’t taken the time to fully recover since making the zombie pack mules. That said, in producing the Grave Shadow, a lot more mana than necessary was expended to try and fill up all the curves accurately and heat it up. Nearing mana depletion, I quit charging up the spell and released it.


Under the gaze of <Mage Sight> I could watch the process of the spell shape preparing a mana field of sorts for the spirit. A shell of sorts, using my own soul to contain the foreign spirit. <Death Vision> showed the spirit vanishing to reappear within the new mana field; changing size to fit like a gas. A new mental connection formed, one much stronger than the ones with zombies or skeletons, yet it still didn’t seem quite as reliable as those with Hans or Clavi.


Those two were just too great, weren’t they? I felt so proud of them.


Visually, an inky black smoke filled an upright shape. Not quite as loose and free as a cloud, nor confined to a single shape, a bit too thin to qualify as smoke, yet too thick to be called a shadow; the Grave Shadow sat at the boundary between a ghost and elemental. Spatially shimmering between three and six feet in height, the form didn’t have to remain the same volume, although it did have a minimum and maximum size.


Coming into existence as its own entity, it should have merely been a force that followed the will of the caster. Considering the actions of my quirky undead, this wasn’t something I assumed to be true, and was not surprised to see a nugget of personality floating within the spirit. It didn’t seem to have developed the sort of proto-sentience that Clavi had, but somehow I could still feel it raging about in place.


It may have been a muted emotion, but it certainly could be felt through the spiritual link between us. While Clavi and I shared a close bond, his antics did not seem to qualify as emotions or thoughts; after all, his soul was just something that I had constructed. I loved Clavi, but it was very clear to me that as one of my first works he had his imperfections. After all, how could it be so easy to create a true spirit from scratch?


I decided against naming it, as the spirit that made it up might remember its name in the future after advancing a few times. This was conjecture, but a spirit capable of surviving inside their own skull was probably worth something. Still, for the moment, it was a regular Grave Shadow, and I wished to test its abilities in the world.


Running it around the underground chamber, it moved in a manner like the gaseous form it resembled. It passed through items, but only those that could not wholly block it. Objects had trouble disturbing it, though having trouble did not mean they had no effect.  If enough force was put behind the swing, small distortions could probably be created. Other than wargs, I doubted much could do so though.


At this point in time it would be incapable of passing through walls, or sneak attacking from the floor. Disappointing, but it could travel through the goblin zombies I had made. 


The Grave Shadow did not seem pleased with doing so; not that it could disobey my commands in the slightest, but I felt a hatred towards the goblins from it. A rather natural reaction, considering they were killed and then their spirit imprisoned by them. I would rather the Grave Shadow not harbor any thoughts of rebellion, but it was more important to make sure my control was absolute.


Grabbing hold of the spiritual link between the two of us, all emotions could easily be suppressed, like switching off a light. They didn’t totally vanish, they simply became locked away under the mana field that served as the spirit’s shell. There didn’t seem to be any downsides to doing so at all, actually—at least none other than being boring. And isn’t that the worst downside of all?


Not really, but it is still pretty terrible, so I let the Grave Shadow continue to feel emotions, loosening my restrictions and expectations on it so it could try to act on its own. It did not, and hovered in place, shifting in position by a small margin. This further clarified how while a constructed soul may be inferior in some respects, binding a spirit did not automatically mean it could express a personality.


The final portion of my evaluation consisted of the combat abilities of the Grave Shadow. The living shadow tree of minions, while incapable of using weapons as ghosts did, could use both spiritual and physical attacks. ‘Congealing’ its dark form into a blade or point, nonliving matter posed a slight difficulty to it. When attacking the walls of the cavern, it seemed as though the effect was similar to using decay typed energy; though the physical effect it generated could then chip the weakened stone.


It worked much better against living things—I didn’t mind being an object used for testing. So long as the attack wasn’t aimed anywhere important, it wasn’t as though it could do any real damage to me anyway. Capable of cutting and stabbing with a modicum of force, on a similar level to that of a poorly utilized dagger, the main benefit to doing so was the ability for the Grave Shadow to strike at the vitals. After all, even if it wasn’t quite stealthy at the moment, armor could be phased through. Not to mention the aforementioned decaying ability worked quite well on living targets.


The results being more than satisfactory, I began picking out spirits to free from the chamber. They’d still be bound to me, but at least they were getting a chance at revenge and to see the world. It must have been ages since they’d seen the shining, shimmering, splendid sunlight.

            

    
        Chapter 82: Viva la Revolucion!

    
    
    
    
                Taking the time to do a quick murder/minions calculation, roughly guesstimating my new stats, I optimized for how many Grave Shadows I should make if I wanted to get home by a bit before sunset. It came out to two dozen, but that felt like spending too long waiting for my mana to recharge, so I cut the number down to twenty. That would give me some breathing room to cast more spells as well.


This took a bit under two hours, and shadowy figures slowly filled the room. The first creation was an important figure, but there was no use wasting good resources on training yourself when the chaff would do. My score of spirits were formed from crappier items laying around; the bone necklaces contained a soul per piece, and while they weren’t at the same level of quality as the spirit, I didn’t feel bad about transforming them into what I felt were trash mobs.


Sitting in the cavern, meditating, I briefly felt uneasy about why I was being allowed to stay down in the depths with the treasure for such a long time. Had the guards forgotten, were they just stupid? I mean, goblins of their level didn’t show the greatest of intellect but still—this was just shameful. Giving them the benefit of the doubt, perhaps they were just confident there wasn’t another way out, or that I wouldn’t do something so brazen as attacking them within their nest. For anyone other than me, it kind of was a dumb idea.


Well, I didn’t dwell on it too long, and focused on recovering my mana(AKA lazing around).


The foolish goblins gave me far too much time to prepare. Popping a bone necklace around my neck to create additional grave shadows while fighting, I led the way, followed by a whistling mass of black shadows, skeletons, and pack zombies bringing up the rear. The pack zombies were rather burdened, despite leaving many items behind for tKlor’t’t, the skeletons would focus on helping defend the caravan, while I and the shades went grinding.


Confidently striding out of the depths by myself at first, the shades stayed hidden in the shadows for a moment. The four goblin guards looked at me curiously for a moment, before realizing their comrades were no longer present. Before they fully had a chance to react, I raised my fist to the air.


“*Viva la revolucion! Long live tKlor’t’t!*” That moment, the shadows spewed forth like demons from the underworld. In a very liberal sense, perhaps that could be a literal interpretation of what was happening. Falling on them like a poisonous gas, the Grave Shadows began swiftly moving from goblin to goblin, one shot, one kill,.


Stirring up the hornet’s nest, the goblins seemed more analogous to ants, especially if the undead were being modeled as anteaters. Contrary to expectations, the pack zombies didn’t seem to be in any danger of losing their baggage at all. The goblin nest may have been starting to bear down on us as one large horde, but our incredible damage output kept them back. A metal shield can help defend you, but a truly metal shield is a wave of bullets.


Encountering no problems, when the goblins struck out at the Grave Shadows, it rarely did anything, the weapon simply passing through. In the case of the unarmed combatants, they would even suffer damage on occasion from doing so. The manifestation of the harmful aura was not a passive ability for them, but the shades took the opportunity when it presented itself. Stubby green beasts charged at them continuously, to attack a few times, realize their mistake, and be killed before they could flee. Keeping the kill rate high enough that the fear wouldn’t start spreading outwards was important; not able to put together a reason why we hadn’t been killed, the stupidity of goblins was really working in my favor.


Milling our way through Oirk, every so often an ‘elite’ would come along. They were weak enough for even the generic grave shadows to dispatch. Able to kick back mid-battle again fed my ego unnecessarily. Hubris is the downfall of many great figures, but only when they can’t see Mt. Tai—I was totally qualified to be arrogant in this situation.


Figuring I didn’t need mana to fight shortly after we began, and decided just kick back even further and started to mass produce grave shadows. There would be a slight decrease in the amount of experience and Soul Power that I gained if I left it all to my minions, but that was really only a side benefit of the current situation. Mostly the attack on Oirk was to help tKlor’t’t out. After all, this turn of events would likely force him to make a move, so the least I could do was make it easier for him to take over. Since the grave shadows killed at a similar rate that I did due to their mobility, they essentially paid off the opportunity cost after the time it took me to accumulate the energy to create them. 


Charging mana and spitting out another grave shadow around every five minutes, my profits in the situation were huge. With the fact that they were more or less untouchable, I could freely let them move autonomously without worry of their destruction. The benefits of increasing my control load lasted permanently, but I could always work on that later. Grave Shadows wouldn’t have their combat power increase by much in this situation anyhow, better to focus on accumulating mana faster.


Leisurely watching the battle while accumulating mana, I watched the first of the grave spirits. It seemed quite enthusiastic about its job, which was a good thing. The pent up rage probably wouldn’t apply positively to many other situations, though I could turn it off if it ever became an actual problem. Here, despite the heavy limitations placed on its emotions and personality, bloodlust showed through. Certainly capable of dealing damage faster, instead it focused on making more brutal strikes, complete overkill. When observing it earlier, I thought a more mellow vengeance had permeated the spirit, not something this volatile.


Come now Grave Spirit, punching holes through some random goblin’s chest is overdoing it don’t you think? There’s no need to show such excessive force.


…


Well when I do it, that’s because I’m having fun, not because I’m trying to work out psychoses.


Waving it off, it didn’t affect the course of the conflict enough to pay it any mind. A small mental note about possible mental instability counted as dealing with it for the moment. For the moment, I was madly focusing on gathering my mana.


“*Power, unlimited POWAHHH!!!*” Going ham, despite the fact that nothing actually needed to be done to gather energy faster, and otherwise just idling about, I worked on my various laughters. Mocking, jeering, snide, cackling—there wasn’t much of any other way to channel the joyous feeling of levels. Even though I was only getting a single point of experience for pretty much anything my minions killed, the sheer numbers made up for it.


This could never be done in Underworld of Armok. There were large populations of monsters, but rarely at such low levels, and if there had been they would be accompanied by a boss creature of some sort. After all, other than as a method of leveling up, and maybe the occasional spree to let off steam, mindlessly mowing down huge quantities of pathetic monsters wasn’t much fun. It didn’t make much sense in-game either, the weak would be devoured by the strong. So from both a game design and setting standpoint, this kind of occurrence should never have happened.


But I wasn’t in Underworld anymore, now was I?


Feasting on a steady stream of experience, this battle differed from the earlier ones because here my minions were free to spread out and attack as quickly as they were able. Every few minutes, another avatar of death would spring from my hands, and the rate increased. Though it took longer, starting at the first quarter hour, I leveled up, raising my mana regeneration—thus the rate at which I produced grave shadows. It cascaded into an exponential pattern of growth.


At least, it did until the goblins began fleeing. 


There isn’t any way to not have predicted that outcome. Dozens were dying every second, at some point even the stupidest of creatures realized that this was not a fight they could win, no matter their numbers. The goblins only figured this out after about a third of the present population had been wiped out, so this wise move didn’t really call for a reevaluation of their intelligence; it actually may have warranted lowering my view of their mental capabilities. Seriously, no chief and insects became better tacticians.


Scattering into the trees like the bugs they were, by the end a total of 51 grave shadows phased through the forest in a radius some distance shorter than a kilometer. Reaching a nice number, shade production stopped. Killing speed was no longer the problem, but the number of goblins that could be reached. A major downside to living shadows is they couldn’t leave my range of control. Perks could extend the range, give them an amount of time they could leave for, or some other tricks, but again I lacked the power at the moment to send them out.


Lightly jogging between the trees, zig-zagging to sweep up some remnants, due to their numbers a huge amount were caught while fleeing. As the day began to die along with the goblins, I felt one last rush of power for the day.


“*HAHAHA! Look at you all scatter! Fall beneath my armies of the damned and be silenced! May the only noise you make again be the howling of your spirits as they are bound to slay your kin! Let Oirk become a land forbidden, where even such impotent creatures as yourselves are able to remember this. The tale of the folly of daring to slight a NECROMANCER!*”


Chasing away the dregs of the goblins, Oirk stilled. The nest vacated of all goblins, only true grubs were left behind, and the settlement fell into silence, save the chill winds that wrapped around my grave shadows and the rattles of Clavi bouncing around—such a hyperactive skeleton. 


It definitely did not fit the grim, yet bombastic tone of my victory. Especially when he started to go around trying to fashion himself a crown and cape, prancing about victoriously like he was the MVP of the battle.


“*Oi, you rascal. Don’t forget that sort of thing is why I’m going to ground you!*” I didn’t know what grounding even meant for a skeleton with personality. Being spiritually linked, I was aware that he seemed to be doing all this without apparent emotion, but the more Clavi joked around, the more I felt I was overlooking something.


Maybe he was just a Philosophical Skeleton, but that wouldn’t stop me from grounding him! Clavi has been way too unrestrained in the backgrounds of my epic moments. To Inventory with you!


I didn’t order him to come to me, in case the override messed with his apparent emotional states. In addition, it also felt a lot more fun to physically chase after him. Hot on his tailbone, we started running about, hopping over the carnage and dodging around trees. In Clavi’s case, he made an attempt to scramble upwards like a squirrel.


My increase muscles and agility improved by less than a point per level on average, but while that wasn’t much in relation to Underworld of Armok, it did mean I was more physically adept than almost anyone on earth. Plus my already tall body, I flew through the air, tackling Clavi of the side of the trunk.


We landed with a squish in the surrounding mess. Already filthy, there wasn’t much reason to pay attention to it. Not to mention that I had <Prestidigitation> to work with, which quickly swept over both Clavi and myself.


“*In you go, you hoodlum!*” Grabbed by the skull, Clavi found himself shoved face-first back into Inventory.


Dusting off my hands, I popped a few <Light>s into existence as the sun lowered beneath the canopy. There wasn’t much time remaining, but I still had one last thing to do after cleaning myself up and putting my shirt back on.


With a muffled fluttering noise from the rags picked up by their sourceless winds, the grave shadows awaited with their semi-corporeal forms. Hard to see in the darkness, but not exactly impossible either. They couldn’t stray outside my range, but I also didn’t want to scrap them all.


Eh, my range had gotten closer to a kilometer. They could just sit around in the forest while I was in the village. I just needed to keep an eye out in case Ross and Troy made a trip through the forest, heart attacks weren’t something I could just fix.


So my unholy entourage followed me back to Salt Village, after two incredibly productive days.

            

    
        Chapter 83:On Break

    
    
    
    
                Leaving all of the grave shadows to guard the pack zombies, I strolled out of the edge of the woods in my tattered pants. If only I had access to a mending spell to fix them.


I realized I definitely had a new spell, maybe two, waiting in the wings, but it was unlikely for one of them to be a repair spell. It only amounted to a spell of convenience in the end. What they actually were, well all the fighting, controlling, leveling and hamming it up in battle for two days straight finally started getting to me as I truly left the battlefield. Relaxing to recover mana didn’t count, since I still had to keep track of things and was actively waiting.


After a hard day of work, I wanted to just kick back and let Ralph tell me some stories. Searching and testing out a new spell shape did not qualify as down time, as fun as it may be. My Class Abilities still hadn’t been tested to their full extent yet either. So many things to do...I’ll do them later. There’s just so much future out there, plenty of time to get it all done. No need to rush if I don’t feel like it.


“*Lazyhead and Sleepybones, always disagree~*” Half singing and half humming to myself, I tottered over to the buildings of the village while stretching my limbs. Making it back relatively quickly, I made it to my stone seats with plenty of time to watch the sun set. Despite having most of the sensory spells active, the surroundings appeared very calm. Primed to the cacophony of the battlefield, or able to detect the slightest of disturbances, who knew which was the better way to start. It didn’t matter, the past was the past, any discrepancy could be made up with effort in the future.


For now, the calmness of the mana fields was enough. Villagers had weak presences in <Mage Sight>. Slowly turning about, I tried catching sight of them and analyzing the perturbations within them to identify who they were. Except for the easy ones, I didn’t do very well.


In my defense the difficulty of the task was similar to identifying the species of a fish by watching the waves and ripples it made as it swam underneath. While they were familiar to me, what their mana field would look like came down to intuition and guesswork. I already started cheating by the end, trying to gauge the physical dimensions of the mana field; but they were ill-defined, probably in part because they looked so weak.


As for those that were easier to identify, most could probably be guessed rather easily. Ria, Rion, and Tagalong Girl possessed fairly distinctive mana fields. What came out of left field was that there were five exceptional mana fields total. They really threw me for a loop when trying to identify everyone.


Ria’s mana field stood out the most, the part of the mana field relating to her horns cut a crisp edge compared to the generally fuzziness of most people. Her body’s field, while not solid, looked less wiry and possessed a sort of shell that circulated around the outside. Tagalong Girl’s description of the mana being cloud-like wasn’t totally inaccurate—the outside of the field erratically wavered, along with a fuzz along the outside of her mana field and the fact that <Mage Sight> didn’t have a concept of ‘opaque’ meant it could be mistaken as cloudy. In fact, if I squinted my mind from about a hundred meters away, Ria’s mana field looked just like one.


Alright, I’ll stop ragging on Tagalong Girl’s developing magical sight.


Speaking of, her magical eyes were what allowed me to quickly identify her. The ability she possessed literally resided in her eyeballs; though discerning the details from my seat on the rocks couldn’t be done, they were concentrated enough that I could pick out the mana field of her eyes easily. Tagalong Girl’s special features were not limited to her eyes, compared to the cottony wisps of the normal villagers, while her mana field looked stronger, even more intriguing were the connections of the field.


Looking through the village at her, there were clearly two different sets of links. These two sets linked to each other, but did not hook up to the point where the two unified. Differing in size, it appeared to be like dropping a small spiderweb onto a larger one. Crisscrossing points definitely connected to the self, and in many cases to its mate, but despite being inseparable they could be identified independently.


What in the world is this, Tagalong Girl? I just wanted to have some fun casually trying out my new abilities. Why does my every step take me further into the realm of mystery?


Glazing over her, I was on break. My evening was to be plot-free—Later, later!


I was going to bleed to death from all these hooks stuck in me, wasn’t I?


Moving on to the next beacons among the dimly powered village, I looked for Rion. Tagalong Girl said he had some mana potential, which I had no doubt would show up in <Mage Sight>. Scanning the village, I found my targets...targets? 


Two childish figures with a mana field a degree sturdier than Tagalong Girl’s, but lacking in the strength of the connections could be spotted. Dissociating from my geographical knowledge and what I recalled of their habits, I tried to figure out who the two were only going by what <Mage Sight> could detect.


Sensing spirits by using mana field definitely did not fall under the lists of things I could do at all. A few minutes of bumbling and ad hoc hypotheses were made to try and discern them from one another. In the end, when I felt ‘confident’ in my guess, I checked against what knowledge I had and opened my eyes to find myself completely wrong. Thinking Rion was Kress(short for Kressel, and not a variant of Chris as I first thought), and misidentifying Ronnie as Rion, I could only shake my head.


In hindsight, I committed their mana fields to memory to provide some additional data points for future identification. Who knew what trends existed, and it wasn’t like remembering things took up space. Rion’s mana field felt more...directional, while Ronnie’s felt misty in the airy and playful sense. Those feelings did match up with the boy they were associated with, in much the same way as jello went with rice...you wouldn’t even think about it until someone mentioned it, and remained skeptical even after confirming it.


After shrugging at the results of that answer, I moved on to the last mana field I could sense. It pulsed—while most of the villagers had mana fields that sloshed around, they still more or less remained the same size. Somewhere along the river, someone had a mana field that instead of shifting about fluidly, actually appeared to grow and shrink. Usually remaining slightly smaller and less connected than those of the other villagers, every few minutes it would grow to be a bit stronger in all respects and sort of leaked outwards, proceeding to shrink to normal size, and then to its smallest dimensions after that.


Without even trying to guess, I then discerned it to be Ralph. No clues to go off of, I ended up accidentally getting wrapped up in stressful work things. I just couldn’t help but start pondering about the nature of <Mage Sight>.


With the appearance of a pulsing mana field, it became clear that whatever it showed was not mana. At least, it couldn’t be mana on its own, there would be no reason for Ralph to exhibit such a characteristic. OGP may have been an adventurer from Kallahall, but that didn’t provide any clues. The only theories available were either Ralph had some sort of internal magical ability everyone happened to be unaware of, or that the mana field not only wasn’t based on just mana, but other variables that were included could change with great ease.


Descending from someone who was capable of traveling across countries meant the first was not impossible, but it did seem unlikely. The second possibly undermined the entire view of what the mana field actually represented. It still seemed like it would be more likely than the first.


Flopping back over the boulder, I cracked my back and looked to the dimming sky. A cool wind blew through, nothing to disrupt it on the open plains, they became more frequent as of late. Heralding a cold winter ahead, less than a week remained before we needed to depart. 


The future couldn’t be seen, and there would likely be many troubles, but I didn’t doubt the choices I made. They fell in line with the person I wanted to be; despite any setbacks that appeared, I wanted to find a way to help Ria and Tagalong Girl. For now, everything else was just a distraction, or means to that end. Having a bit of fun while advancing those goals wasn’t forbidden, which is why I kept spending so much time dealing with the goblins. After cutting loose, handling the more mundane aspects of the journey would be much easier.


Idling about as the sun set, footfalls approached over the grass. Detection spells shut off for a more peaceful rest, they couldn’t be identified from my position. They spoke first, seeing me continue to lay there.


“So I see you’ve come back again Alric.” Who’s that surly voice speaking to me?


“Mmh, good evening Corsair. It’s nice to see you’re doing well.”


“You don’t seem to be having any worries.”


“Is there anything in particular to be worried about?” Still not getting up, my head hung upside down over the side of the stone, watching a few clouds in the distance. Corsair seemed to be beating around the bush, but I wasn’t going to fall into his trap of negativity. It may be unpleasant around him, but that wasn’t enough to put me in an arguing mood.


He would have none of that...cordial conversation.


“Of course there are things to worry about, you’re a mage! You were only lucky that the Paladins from last week rushed back to their designated towns. Staying here is only going to bring everyone trouble.”


“I registered back in Glaucen, remember? What would the church have to gain by bothering me, they’ll have their taxes, bless the village and be on their way. My staying here isn’t causing any of your problems.”


“My problems? You think I’m trying to make this about me? This is about all of us! Coming and going without a care in the world, you act like you’re helping, but none of it requires you to do any work! All you do is wander about, and when you wave your hands, all of a sudden you’re praised for it! You don’t know what working to the bone is like, the only reason you’re doing all of this is because of the attention!”


“Wow, I didn’t know you could read my innermost thoughts. Maybe you’re magic too.” Snidely retorting from my spot, it really irked me when people thought they could read other people’s minds. There were so many signals people gave off, but in the end, predicting their actions is different from knowing what they are thinking. Humans did what they could to understand each other and communicate themselves well, but can you ever know what someone else is thinking?


Thinking that sort of philosophical thing, I still didn’t lay into him. It may be hypocritical to make a personality judgement after my tirade, but not very, as I remained aware that what I thought might not be the case. From his ranting, I could start to see Corsair as someone who needed to work hard to help keep the village afloat from childhood. My appearance didn’t invert his world or anything, but I did quickly garner thanks for the small chores I helped out with.


Hey, even I feel like some of those villagers were too much. From his perspective it must have been worse.


Still, Corsair acted petulantly. I wouldn’t scold him, but I certainly wasn’t going to concede to his complaints. I didn’t know how secret my disappearing act was going to be, but the fewer the better. Don’t think for a second that when I leave it was because you said so Corsair!


“Look at you! You just leave for days and come back like nothing could have happened! Living here like…” Corsair continued crappily communicating his ideas. Without a response, he started to get flustered. Not giving him any feedback, or points to rebut meant he couldn't go on forever. He wasn't particularly long winded in the first place, and eventually my apathy forced him to withdraw.


“*Haa~ kids these days…*”


Wryly smiling as I listened to him walk away, I sat up after he left to stretch. Corsair may grump about a lot, but he would work hard for the village. He still hadn't figured out that sometimes there’s more than meets the eye, but he was young with plenty of time to transform. Maybe he'd be one of the village's linchpins in the future.


As for me, I had taken a long enough breather. Time to have supper and go to bed.

            

    
        Chapter 84: A few Considerations

    
    
    
    
                Gathering up the usual grains and some vegetables from the storehouse, I headed back to my hut. Stoking the fire with wood stacked on the outside wall, the flames brought the room from temperate to mildly warm. Being a simple pit, smoke that came off it just floated up into the space, and luckily could escape the ceiling. One of the benefits of subpar housing is it has great ventilation.


Hey Democritus, look at this fancy knot I tied around the firewood; I bet you’re impressed, aren’t you?


As Ria improved over the weeks, more substantial food was added to her diet. I currently worked on slow-roasting a chikan—stewing it would probably have been a more effective option, but I didn’t have a pot on hand. In fact, the village had a surprisingly small number of pots. A fishing village would usually make a lot of fish stock to minimize waste, which required something to boil the ingredients with. For some reason, the village didn’t partake in this, which I realized was due to the pseudo-bronze age environment they lived in. 


While Glaucen was a prosperous city, even it only teetered near the end of the iron age, and the temple showed signs of early medieval periods at the latest. Without people striving for technological advancements and more or less working to maintain the status quo, it showed a fancy surface with simple underpinnings.


The surroundings likewise did not advance, but apparently after an arbitrarily large number of generations, those small profit gains that they made allowed most people to end up with such basic goods. Iron cookware and farming implements were usually kept in a village for ages, and due to the low turnover, the market was just free enough for smiths to charge large amounts of money for them. It only ended up affecting those who didn’t have much capital.


At the very least, can’t this place have a few more pots? There should really be a limit to this arbitrary destitution. As close to the wilderness as you could get while still actually being on the city limits probably affected that. 


The savory scent of chikan filled the air, as I wished I learned to actually cook. I could make steaks, Monte Cristo sandwiches, and baked goods—everything else was made by actual chefs. A bit strange considering how much I loved cooking and food, but once you know how to cook the best foods, why bother with soups?


Thankfully sticking a chikan over a spit wasn't difficult at all, and you couldn't go wrong with meat. Umami meals were hearty, and given the general lack of them in the village it would probably do her some good. From the goblins I learned that food probably wasn’t always processed in the way I was used to, but meat was still seen as a luxurious food that was good for one’s health—though that could always be a superstition.


As the chikan finished cooking, I withdrew my dagger that originated from Underworld of Armok to begin cutting it into strips to place in the bowl with the porridge. Letting it sit as it cooled so the flavor could seep in, I nudged Ria awake from a distance.


“Hey, wake up. It’s dinner time.” With time, Ria also gained a fraction of her motor skills. The amount of mana she could absorb indicated her general level of progress. Outside the short window of time after being magically supplemented, and following fit of narcolepsy, Ria began to be able to form full sentences, even if they were garbled by poor fine motor skills. It showed a great deal of progress from only being able to leave the catatonic state in short bursts.


“Heeey you Doc-tor.” Grumpily slurring as she woke, the irregular cadence of her voice and unhappy face made it look like she wanted to ex-ter-min-ate me. “Just lemme eat by m’self. Icn do it, so g’way.”


“Try and get used to the idea of me accompanying you. You’ve made progress, but it’s really not to the point you can operate independently yet.” Saying that, Ria continued struggling to sit up. Having shown her distaste for my close proximity to her, I refrained from helping her immediately, but in the end she couldn’t sit upright without some aid.


“Accompnyme? No you want to take me ‘way. Usin’ your magics to get me all close tyou.”


“If you keep making things up, then how can you see mistakes? It may be a bit hard, but try using your head.” Sighing, as usual Ria scooped at her porridge in futility. Scooted back against the wall to support herself more firmly as she tried eating. Ria’s arms didn’t move as slowly as they did before, but they were looking much less coordinated. The zig-zagging meant <Prestidigitation> had more work than usual to do.


“Alright, you’ve wasted enough food for today.” Reaching my limit, there was only so much to go around. Ironically, due to the relatively small fields and the excessive fishing, grains were a more palatable meal. Everything came with a bit of fish, so it was nice to get a simpler taste every once in awhile—and Ria was flinging the deliciously mild porridge everywhere with her jitters.


Confiscating the bowl and spoon from her was slightly easier than taking candy from a baby. Babies at least reflexively kept their hands balled up around an object. A bit of a discouraging observation, it was an improved state of affairs and there was no sign of it slowing. Well, Ria would be a dependant for a while yet, so I hoped she would get used to the situation soon.


“Whydyou have to do this? Let Rion do it, I don’t wantya to.” Turning her head to the side, for a second I thought about making airplane or train noises. To be honest, I was trying not to focus on Ria’s words too much. Traveling together was going to happen or not, and Pan said she needed to acclimate to me; I just tried to keep our relationship from degrading any further. 


Having Rion nurse her wasn’t the worst of ideas, but familiarity breeds fondness. Or maybe contempt. Spending time with her would hopefully help repair the fire damage to the bridge, and if Rion spent some more time with his sister, he would probably become even more of a devoted little brother. I’d done a good job instilling him with the value of storge, too well by half perhaps. 


Though Pan would oppose it(probably), if Rion and Ria spent more time with one another, Rion would no doubt get it into his silly head that he should accompany us. Embers of wanderlust dwelled within the boy, but the journey we were to embark on would not sate it. There were too many obligations for a true wanderer, and his care for Ria, while appropriate, would likely become too much of a focus to grow.


I also took into account Tagalong Girl, who until this point followed him around out of self interest. If Rion did attempt to come along, she would need to continue her facade, or hostilities could develop within the group. Even if they did not, a certain level of tension would remain.


The siblings should be kept at a reasonable distance. Enough to give Rion satisfaction, but not so much that it deepened the ties to the point where he needed to accompany us until Ria found closure.


“Rion needs to pay attention to life in the village. I’ll make sure he comes and visits enough before we leave, but your brother needs to learn to live his own life. He’s recognized you, but fanatical devotion is just as bad as not caring about you at all.”


“Stop, stop acting like you always know ‘vrything. Youj, just want your way.”


“Everyone wants their way. That’s the whole point of explaining things.” Rolling my eyes, I picked the spoon back up. “Now eat. If you’re so tired of being like this, just accept the care given to you and try to get better.” Pushing a spoonful of porridge towards her, she stopped resisting and ate.


“Alright, now that that’s done with, time for *mana*. Please don’t make too much of a fuss.”


“No!” It wasn’t said with enough force to be an exclamation, but Ria certainly did object with as much might as she could muster. Losing balance, she tipped over and I reached out a hand to help catch her. Even if she disliked it, it was better than hitting her head on something. Yare-yare, why do you have to get upset about this kind of stuff?


“In case you missed it, this is how the condition has become less severe. I won’t say there’s no other solution, but it certainly is the only way forward right now.”


“I don’t care, stop touching and doing that thing…” 


Urk! Please stop saying such things. I understand this is great JP style innuendo, but this is already a difficult situation to navigate. These mood swings are going to give someone whiplash.


Having given my best effort to negotiate, there didn’t seem to be any chance of concessions on her part. So making use of my Agility, my hand just snaked around and brushed against one of her horns. Nobody wants to get a shot, but they are necessary, and it only hurts for a moment.


“Eeep! W-w-why? You don’t listen to anything I’m saying! Selfishly doing whatever you want…”


“Take into account that this is the quickest way for you to get better. I’m not trying to make you feel uncomfortable.” 


Ria had none of it, curling up like a pillbug to ‘defend’ herself. A half-hearted maneuver to comfort herself, at least she didn’t go on endlessly complaining at me like Corsair had. It made the journey ahead seem much more trying, but I was resolute in my decision. The choice to get her out of the village was the best one if she was to survive, and though it had been a bit of a whimsical choice, I stuck to my promise to cure her. Even if it wasn’t shaping up to be the greatest of quests.


“*Right. I’ll just go over here and eat then.*” Letting out a sigh and mixing up my own meal, Ria somewhat relaxed as I headed across the room to my own bed to eat. Taking a bite out of the porridge, the chikan had a slightly burnt taste to it. Having figured out what had gone wrong, I summarily flavored it with <Prestidigitation>. No point suffering from the easily remedied.


Taking a bite, as Ria slumped over into unconsciousness after a record-breaking 40 seconds, two stilled <Mage Hand> caught her and gently eased her down. Managing to continue eating while doing so, my ability to multitask seemed to have gone up a bit. Idly moving the hands about in concert, they persisted even while executing more complicated mental maneuvers. 


Staring into the fire, I continued practicing my various magics as it died down. Most of the fatigue accumulated over the past two days had been psychological, the body could stand being awake a little longer. Using magic didn’t count as straining in this sense, the sensation was like being physically tired, but able to do finely coordinated motor skills. If totally burnt out the mind could become shaky while undertaking the tasks, but for the most part as long as I didn’t push it, magic could continue to be done.


Playing about with my magic continued as the flames turned to embers, flickering in the ground. As the darkness set upon the room and the shadows crept in, I thought back to those minions hiding along the outskirts of the forest, and those that had been stationed all the way back near Yhrack. Still persisting, it seemed that either Khtraal decided he was okay with a few loitering undead, or tKlor’t’t succeeded, the latter much more likely in my opinion.


Either way, that meant I still had a very large number of undead to deal with, that certainly weren’t going to be able to stealthily travel across Derriad.


What to do, what do do…


Go to sleep and think about it in the morning.


            

    
        Chapter 85: New 'Spells'

    
    
    
    
                No matter how tired I got, and how much I enjoyed the physical process of sleeping, I could never seem to do so for very long in the new world. Fall asleep readily, but wake up six hours later, and I can’t go back to slumbering. The crappy bedding may have had something to do with it, but the bigger reason was that the world still seemed like a strange place.


Exploring the unknown, and learning why things were; these were central tenants to many VR games for many years. Being transported to Derriad fulfilled many of the criteria that made games interesting. A sense of actual danger lurking about helped fuel my desire to learn as well. 


Keep sleeping to a bare minimum, such a thing can be done at any time. These short days needed to be packed full of discoveries and optimization—powers of Underworld that dwelled within me, what is your limit? What can I extract from this world using your abilities?


A chillingly clear sky hung overhead like obsidian. The sun had not yet risen, and before everyone got out of bed I wanted to try and see what my Levels had awoken. Running to the edge of the forest, giddy with anticipation, the grave shadows loitered about with the pack zombies.


The first of the grave shadows, hovered about the goblins threateningly, but remained unable to do anything. Slashing out at the air, churning the topsoil around the zombies, torn up ground led right to their feet before pulling away. Curiouser and curiouser; I had made no explicit mention of not attacking the zombies, so the fact that the spirit showed restraint was a positive. In fact, given that it looked like it very much wanted them deader than they already were, it seemed an unstated desire overpowered it. It wouldn’t be too big of a loss if they had died—however if marginal preferences could overpower it, that could only be a good sign.


Glad that worrying over such tripe would be unnecessary, I quickly set about trying to at least discover my new spells before morning came.


What sort of spells fit with my proclivities? Information gathering spells were always solid, but I also tended towards variety, so it wouldn’t make sense for me to endlessly get those. Utility spells were some of my favorites, especially since with creativity they could have combative use as well. <Prestidigitation>, <Mage Hand>, <Light> as well...I had a multitude of those, though their uses didn’t overlap much, getting one of those wasn’t out of the question. Currently my DPS sufficed, but in game terms it would be on the weak side. Using pure damage spells as utilities was more fun than the other way around, but it may not have been the best in terms of progression. I was totally lacking in augmentation spells, but those depreciated in value quickly at lower levels. Illusion magic...that was definitely towards the top of the list, and I had none of those.


To my dismay, <Disguise Zombie> did not manifest. This result didn’t surprise me too much—after all, it would only affect my zombies and not myself. I wouldn’t gain much without a zombie nearby, only the current situation really called for me to desire it. 


<Facade>, <Dim>, <Ventriloquism>, <Distort>, I went so far as to try out <Mage Light>, which thankfully also resulted in nothing. Illusions would not be cast today. Many other satisfactory spells existed, so I remained undiscouraged.


Trying a few utility spells, I went through <Grease>,<Find Home>, and <Floating Disc> before I put my hands to my mouth to whistle. A horse popped into existence, thin and ethereal. Lacking the substance expected of it; laying a hand on its flank confirmed the horse was still wholly tangible. On the other hand, the steed didn’t appear as capable as it ought to have been. 


<Mount> an okay-ish spell for the wizard who adventures solo. For those who don’t recognize the benefits of dumping at least a few stat points into physical traits, summoning a horse was a cheap and effective way to travel across the vast lands of Underworld in the lower levels. It slightly improved with a higher Intelligence score, however fundamentally, it was just a horse. Only able to traverse land, with no exceptional abilities, and vulnerable to many of Underworld’s terrors.


The actual spell popped up rather frequently in the world as well, so picking it as a spell from leveling up was doubly foolish.


In-game it would be a terrible spell, but I consoled myself that in this world, without knowledge of how to acquire magic outside of leveling up, and the size of the country with benign wildlife(in comparison to Underworld), conjuring up a few horses served me much better. In fact, given the upcoming journey, it was doubly easy to see the benefits of <Mount> in the new setting.


Yes, this spell certainly will not be as disappointing as I once imagined. I shall be the grand mage of horses, archmage of equines. This is not a depressing spell at all.


Crossing my fingers, I prayed in the hopes that my level had actually gone up enough to attain another spell. Losing count over the big battle, I still had a sneaking suspicion that I reached Level 20 at some point during the chaos. After all, even going by conservative estimates, with a minimum experience gain of one, the ridiculous numbers of the goblins had been in a class all their own. So I continued to try out more potential magic.


Trying out some potential damage dealers, <Burning Hands>, <Acid Spray>, <Acid Orb>, <Needle Spray>, I went through a long list of types and their variants. Spells were innumerable in Underworld, and despite the variety, most still were focused around dealing damage. If I learned a spell I had forgotten about, or just didn’t think to try, that would have been terrible; but testing them all would take too long, even if each only took a moment to go through.


Slightly cringing, I almost started hoping that instead of getting another spell, I was only Level 19. There were several augmentation magics that wouldn’t be too disappointing, and since Derriad differed from Underworld by such a large margin, that would certainly make many of them more effective. The dice were already thrown, I just needed to look at them—no point in putting it off further.


<Resist Heat> and <Resist Cold> luckily had no effect, and the same went for the skill enhancement series. Physical augmentations were out, mental improvements didn’t stick, thematic lighting and visuals worked, no improved senses, various resiliences were lacking…


Crickets started chirping in the background as I froze up. There were no crickets as far as I could tell in Derriad; that would be the spell.


<Conjurer of Cheap Tricks>, one of the most fun and useless spells around. Meant for...actually other than for kicks, I don’t know why it was added into the game. Capable of shifting the lighting by a fractions, helping your cloak billow, adding small sound effects and the like, there really wasn’t much purpose to it. Most every magic user in Underworld learned it, serving as an iconic spell which marked you as a true caster—that is, as slightly eccentric.


The dark horse of all spells, not fitting into the usual theme of the game only served to entrench its popularity. A reality of gore and suffering, topped off with archmages bending the already unstable fabric of the universe for the sole purpose of making themselves appear more entertaining. Other than an incredibly tiny bonus to interactions with the small number of non-hostile NPCs you could interact with, it did nothing. Underworld of Armok was a game in the end, and people played it to entertain themselves. Why not pick out a patently ridiculous spell?


A dismal reason for someone who no longer exists in a video game. Nevertheless, I couldn’t be called wholly unhappy with the results. After all, impressions were quite important to do correctly, and <Conjurer of Cheap Tricks> meant there never had to be a moment when I didn’t appear as a fabulous GENTLEMAN ADVENTURER. 


<Mount> and <Conjurer of Cheap Tricks>. I watched the surrounding grave shadows carefully, because it sure felt like I was using all of my mental fortitude to keep myself from being cripplingly disappointed. Oh sure there may have been innumerable spells which would be a thousand times more useful than these, but I could make do with it. It’s not like the selection could have been influenced in any case. No point crying over spilt milk.


“*Okay then!*” I clapped my hands together in a false sense of cheer, with <Conjurer of Cheap Tricks> amplifying the sound. “*How about I try testing out what perk I gained. None of those are total duds.*”


Compared to magical spells, the current perks I had access to only numbered around a dozen. I sighed in exasperation. My enhancement for Level 20? [Comprehending Death]. There just had to be something trying to nerf my abilities. I couldn’t think of any other explanation that would result in me getting exactly the wrong power every step of the way. Sure you could consistently roll 1s for a whole session, but at some point you start to suspect the dice are loaded. 


At least in this case it seemed like the dice tipped over to a 2 instead of a straight up fumble.


[Comprehending Death], much like [Soul Preservation], mostly displayed its worth as an enhancement for other abilities and a stepping stone for further on. Part of the {Ancient Memories} tree, it improved the insights one had when dealing with the undead. When using {Ancient Memories} the results were unintelligible to some extent, however like I had done down in the goblin’s treasure cavern, some practice and mental flexibility would diminish this. Being able to do so on your own without any aid is difficult in practice, which is where [Comprehending Death] came into play.


Although it only affected the dead, in Underworld, almost the entire world was composed of souls or spirits. Working strongly on those that had yet to become incorporated into the realm, and weakly on objects, [Comprehending Death] helped ferret out secrets more effectively. On top of that, it added a slight bonus to certain aspects of spiritual manipulations.


Those may not have had great use to me at the moment, but just one step up from it stood [Eyes of the Dead] and [Reaper’s Speech]. Also weighted more towards the utility aspect of things, though I dared not challenge the church to a mano a mano, as long as I traveled freely, non-combat spells would likely shine much brighter. [Eyes of the Dead] allowed for seeing through my minnies(although it would require another perk invested in [Spiritual Detachment]), which I was quite keen on getting. [Reaper’s Speech] would be of dubious usefulness in a country where the only undead I had yet to see were my own, but it also came with a nifty control bonus. In game it could improve their mental capabilities and devote more processing capacity to each mook—I was curious as to how that would manifest in the real world, but more importantly if I were to ever come across other undead, I would be able to negotiate with them.


Further down the line, it led to [Shinra], [Fate of Death],  the Disruption of the Rivers series, which in turn led to [Ersetu], really all sorts of good things required it. Along with the bonus to interpreting souls and spirits it gave me, my satisfaction could come in a cleaner fashion, the benefits much more direct. They didn’t exactly come as grandiose and obvious as something like [Soul Crystallization] would have, but it was enough.


To make use of it before heading back, I activated {Ancient Memories}; though it was a passive, I had more or less tuned the noises it made out to concentrate better. With [Comprehending Death], communing with the grave shadows should help enlighten me, particularly about the aggressive spirit’s personality.


“*Yoohoo, get over here.*” Superficially calling it over, the first grave shadow floated over, kicking up a cold wind where it passed. Messing with my ponytail, I ordered the winds suppressed and the gusts turned biting and whistling, but shrank in size. There was a conservation of ominous energy about it—not literally, but close enough. “*So who are you?*”


Without the previously referenced [Reaper’s Speech], talking to the undead served no purpose. Though given how intent based ordering them around was, clarifying my wishes through speech probably helped.


Putting my ‘ear’ for {Ancient Memories} forward, I listened in. Cold fire babbled frantically pausing to forcibly spit out every other word. [Comprehending Death] worked obviously; understandable, the original intent was still present. Striking through what was present, and writing in comprehensible ideas above it. It couldn't be called true understanding or knowledge, but it served as a sufficient interpretation. 


A clear desire for vengeance against those who killed her kin, the shame of defeat, the despair of being locked within the skull for indeterminate ages. The spirit retained her individuality despite the trials, and now free it was time to pay back the havoc. 


Or so would be the plan if not restrained by my own will. Slightly sated by the massacre of yesterday, in time Grave Shadow seemed to realize that she was not totally free. Showing a great deal of intelligence, in the end she was limited by her form and unable to recognize anything other than the fact she could not exact further revenge.


There were other feelings I could not detect, buried beneath the hatred towards the goblins. Discovering those would wait for the future, for now confirming the loathing and primary emotions were enough. Grave Shadow was more or less incapable of more refined thoughts at this point anyhow.


The fact that I needed to depart from this area gave a wistful feeling; the spirit likely wouldn’t be able to accomplish her goal any time soon. Well, it’s not like she was going to die before then, I’d be careful. If Ria continued longing for home, we would return to Salt Village one day.


Not for a long time though. Having finished up discovering what my various abilities were, I headed back to the village to spend some of my last few days there.

            

    
        Chapte 86: In the Distance

    
    
    
    
                The sky remained dark, but the brightest of the moons was just about to set over the horizon, which meant the sun would not be far behind. So far I had yet to ever see the sun and any of the moons out at the same time; the world had a strict day/night divide. The slight illumination of dawn beginning to encroach over the lands, I could make out the figures of villagers beginning to go about their day. Tuning out {Ancient Memories} for the moment to make things easier on my head, I reengaged <Mage Sight>. 


<Mage Sight> definitely was the most burdensome of the new senses. Humans are primarily visual creatures, and their sight usually overrides everything else in its immediacy—in much the same way <Mage Sight> strode to the forefront of the mind and demanded absolute focus on itself. It quickly grew easier to use, but in pushing everything else aside it tried replacing vision without adequately making up for the portions it subdued. Conscious effort nullified this downside, but who wanted to spend every moment consciously working to see?


Strolling back into the village, I waved to Erwin who sat along the banks with a fishing rod in hand. Starting a distance from the edge, I performed a running jump across the river for fun. Feet quickly thumping the grass, my leap cleared the entire thing by at least a meter to spare. Landing in a sliding lunge across the ground, I put one hand to the ground to stabilize myself. Wearing a serious face, I stopped in the cool pose for a while. 


Okay <Conjurer of Cheap Tricks>, admittedly you are fun to have around.


“Hehehe, it’s good to be young, isn’t it? Have your fun before you get as old as I am.” Erwin chuckled from his spot, and I gave an exaggerated bow. 


“I hope I can be as content when I reach Senior’s age.” Smiling, Erwin was a pleasurable conversationalist. That could be applied to most of the village really, you had to be able to hold a conversation if you’re just sitting around for hours. I wasn’t looking to chat, so I kept moving a little ways further.


If the stream acted as the center line of the village, then all the houses would be on the west side. The north-east quadrant was where the makeshift lumberyard had been set up, and the southeast would be where I worked on setting up that sheep pen Pan wanted. I couldn’t just loiter about and chat all day, some work had to be done to repay them. Helping Ria was more of a personal promise to Pan, eating the village’s food required more tangible services at least.


With my increased strength, such simple manual labor was easier than before; and with the aid of two <Mage Hand>s I could progress even faster. A one man building crew, I could work with a fair amount of ease, freeing up my mind to think on other things.


Primarily, I found myself thinking about how to manage all the surplus minions that wouldn’t be able to travel along with me. Just destroying them would be a waste, but leaving them to wander about would bring trouble. Hiding them might be feasible for when I returned one day.


I looked at the post hole I was digging for the fence. The answer to that was actually much more obvious than I thought.


They were undead, they could crawl into some graves for a while. The decomposers that were prevalent in the remnants of the battlefield appeared to avoid the skeletons and zombies. That only applied to some insects, but when Khthju had bit the zombie when testing their capabilities, he practically retched, larger scavengers would not find their taste appealing. Other processes of degradation might be present, but they acted on a much smaller scale—the negative energy that flowed within the undead might also provide a resistance to such things as well. 


This could be a large scale test. Phrasing it like that made me feel much better about it all. Minions could be given up for SCIENCE!, as long as they weren’t just being wasted I could easily give them up.


Cheerfully digging at the ground, I began plotting for the interment of minnies. An interesting idea crossed my mind, but I was putting the cart before the horse—I still needed to go back and collected the undead from Yhrack. I wouldn’t need to be gone long if there were no distractions, but I figured doing so at the moment wasn’t the best idea. After everyone went to sleep and Tagalong Girl’s training ended would be a good time.


As the sun began making its way up into the sky, I took a break to go feed Ria breakfast. Touching her horns to wake her up, once again she acted withdrawn. Giving her the bowl to eat on her own, she quickly scarfed the meal down, not forgetting to throw suspicious and accusatory glances my way.


At least Ria remained quiet on the issue of traveling, although that was likely only the case because her mouth was full. Nevertheless, not having to argue about inevitabilities meant the day started off well.


A good omen to start the day, I headed back outside. Looking up, several large clouds loomed on the horizon. Cumulonimbi, or at least that’s what they seemed to be, if not for the ragged bottoms. Instead of a normal, flat bottom, they clearly poofed out at the base though they did increase in size with elevation. The clouds also formed in a strange fashion, slightly slanted in the direction of the winds.


Despite the discrepancies from the recalled forms of meteorological phenomena, there was no doubt that what approached was a rain cloud. Visibly darkening the air beneath, the village was in for something a little more than just a drizzle. From what I could tell, it didn’t seem as though a windstorm would be accompanying it, not that the storm needed it to make village life miserable.


Showers dampened everything, and though the residents were rather upbeat most of the time it only took a bit of precipitation to dampen their spirits. Mud got everywhere, the older houses leaked—in general what they could usually do without became more apparent. Rain soaked in and promoted mildew and malaise. Things were better than before, but Salt Village still hadn’t returned to the average quality of subsistence living.


Looking around to help ready for the oncoming rains, I spotted Ginger and Hannah checking to make sure that the brining barrels were all properly fitted along with checking the other sites used for food preparation. Given the generally mild weather, and terrible smell generated by gutting fish, a lot of the cookery and prep work was done outside. As <Prestidigitation> was well suited to such tasks, I headed over to help clean up. 


“Looks like the first storm of the season isn’t far off. I hope you’ve taken to sleeping inside nowadays, sometimes they can get pretty bad.” Ginger looked up from the offal being sorted out, frowning at the oncoming clouds. “It’s a good thing the harvest has finished. We should have plenty of straw to keep the rain out this year as well.”


“Ah, don’t worry. It’s gotten too cold to sleep properly outside, so I’ve taken to the indoors recently. How badly does it get around here? I don’t think the houses could stand too much, but if that doesn’t count as a storm…” The leaning tower of clouds slowly approached, and while it didn’t take the cake as the largest, it certainly dwarfed many earthly formations. That it only counted as a forerunner to the actual storms seemed to herald a monsoon, yet Ginger didn’t seem to worried about it.


“To be fair, the houses really don’t stand up to the real storms. All we can do nowadays is hope not too much damage happens and patch up what’s ruined if it floods. After a few years of not having what was needed to fix things up, the old homes were washed away.” Sighing, she looked towards the current homes. “Thankfully Pan has brought those who remained together and coordinated our efforts. The fact that he’s given Ross and Hannah the blessing to build a new house means our village is on its way to a full recovery.”


“Flooding?” I raised my eyebrows a bit surprised. Given the steep banks of the river, I assumed that would have been the high point of the flow. And to the sides it was a flat plains, or apparently a floodplains. Which may have made sense if it fertilized the farmlands, but since that wasn’t the reason, why settle near it? “Does that happen often? Why put the houses so close to the river then?”


“Oh no, the waters don’t rise every year. Properly built homes should be able to withstand flooding so long as they’re kept together. I hear when the village first started up, they floated logs down the river to help build the homes, and we haven’t moved since then. It was really only the fact that we ran into trouble that forced the old houses into disrepair.”


“That makes sense I suppose.” It made enough sense to buy into it, but I didn’t see why they would continue to stay so close. A few dozen feet back should help, the waters couldn’t get too high. The river already ran between half to a full meter below the banks. I certainly had the imagination to conjure up 40 days and nights of rain, that seemed unrealistic. 


Given that the settlements weren’t propped up on stilts, it wouldn’t be too bad. I just hoped my companions would be able to put up with it. Their tolerance for such things likely was much lower than my own. Adventures were filled with hardships, but it would be no good if they were too excessive.


“Let’s focus on the task at hand a bit more, shall we? It’ll be here before you expect, and if all this fish is left out, there will be a right mess afterwards.”


Going around to help clean up the food about to be preserved, as well as store the tools susceptible to warping. Frequently looking back up, I watched as the clouds slowly approached. Over the period of several hours, the leading edge wavered up and down, the rainfall oscillating, increasing during the high points. I make no claim to be a meteorologist, but I was fairly certain that wasn’t how weather normally worked.


As the day went on and the pillar of precipitation approached, people began milling about the village more than usual. Most everything had been put away, and the pole fishers safely stored their gear away—no one wanted hooks getting lost in the mud. However the oncoming storm didn’t appear to be rushing at great speed. A solemnly approaching giant, that built up a slight sense of unease in the village.


Children stayed well within sight instead of running amok as they usually did. Rion and Tagalong Girl both looked a bit tense; though perhaps thinking of them as somehow qualitatively different than the rest of the children was a mistake. Seeing Tagalong Girl warily glancing up every other second reminded me that even if she did act strangely at times, I needed to remember she was still only a kid. A good time to start, but also one where the mentor needs to be cautious.


Well, she wasn’t cowering at the occasional clap of thunder that sounded, so that was good.


Speaking of, I left the crowd to make sure that the thatching on the hut Ria and I lived in was sound. Things were already bad enough for her without letting her get soaked. My usual tall grass had already been cut once a few weeks prior and had not regained a good enough height for a proper second shearing, so I walked a little further. It was quite convenient that roofing material grew like a weed in the area.


Taking out one of the goblin weapons, I began cutting and binding up a few additional bundles of thatch. Luckily as long as you weren’t starting from scratch, you could basically just throw the stuff on the roof. Not exactly, but who’s interested in a lesson on medieval roofing? Point being that <Mage Hand> was enough, even though the top couldn’t be made out. It wasn’t exactly a rush job, just one that didn’t require fine craftsmanship.


Using <Mage Hand> to pack in another bundle of stalks, Ronnie came running up to me. Sprinting for all he was worth, he began to quickly ramble with big eyes. You could never really tell if he was nervous or excited, only that he was high energy.


“Alric! Hey, there are a buncha people on their way! Pan says they’re paladins!”


“Paladins? Did he say anything else?” Questioning him, I turned to look off into the distance. Sure enough I could spot a cart and horses trotting towards the village, with a hurried contingent of figures dressed in white. They looked to be on the verge of being overtaken by the stormfront, and were pushing themselves to try and remain ahead.


I gauged them to be a quarter of an hour away at most. There was a non-negligible chance that they would be the group sent to inspect the village, but even if they weren’t Derriad didn’t exactly have a third amendment. Though it wasn’t much, any amount of cover would be welcome and members of the church weren’t to be denied.


Given the rush they were in, the ensuing chaos to head for a dry area meant that there would probably be time to scope out whether they were Salt Village’s official tax collectors or not before they started running around and inspecting the place. Arrogance and highhandedness might be a standard feature, but malice was a fair weather activity.


I’d rather not be forced to ditch the village so abruptly, but the storm may have pushed the deadline to us faster than expected. Confirmation would be needed first, then—


“Alric!” Ronnie spoke up, interrupting my internal planning session. He looked at me expectantly.


“Right, right.” I cast a <Dazzle> and <Prestidigitation> for him. Ronnie frequently ran messages around the village for me, since he loved the little displays of magic. It could have had something to do with his odd mana field…


Tapping my chin, I realized I’d lost track of where I was in my plan.


Shrugging, I’d mostly winged it so far. Things wouldn’t go so wrong I couldn’t nudge them in the right direction.

            

    
        Chapter 87: Mana Field

    
    
    
    
                The oncoming sheet of water was right on the incoming paladin’s tails, both would hit the village soon. Sending Ronnie along after one last spell, it would be better he be inside. 


I still felt a bit of unease at the approach of the contingent, but the evaluation of my abilities had risen, and I was much more at ease knowing what the church stood for. Not in the sense that their goals and methods aligned with mine, but I had learned about them, and knowing is half the battle.


Peeking back inside, I made sure the cover wrapped around Ria to at least cover the bulk of her eye-catching skin. With alchemy whipping up an ointment to cover the glossy red was within my means, but as such a concoction would be quite temporary I had not done so. I should have thought to make some for emergency measures, but no use crying over spilt milk; file away such backups for the future, focus on the now.


“Keep it down, paladins are passing through. Stay bundled up and try not to expose yourself.” Master of messy manes, I lifted her up and arranged Ria’s hair over her face in an effort to filter the skin’s color. It worked alright, but for good measure I pulled up her tunic a bit to help cover her neck. “Ah, quit your bellyaching. Your *midriff* is under the covers still, isn’t it? Now try not to shift about.”


Ria understandably seemed a bit miffed at my sudden controlling nature, but since she couldn’t justify a reason to put herself in more danger, calmed down—not before muttering a few complaints of course.


Outside, the wind began picking up, trees waving their branches off in the distance. However as most of the surroundings were open plains with only tall grasses and the occasional shrub, it felt unusually quiet. Softly rustling with a slight hiss, rain could be heard faintly hitting the ground in the background.


Pan and some others stood around, watching. Walking over to join them, I wanted Pan’s appraisal of the situation.


“How are things looking? Do you think they’re just passing through?”


“I thought more Paladins would pass before their arrival, but it’s not impossible. Most come to the village, then follow the river to their destination. Though with the rains, they may have intentionally avoided doing so.”


“Wouldn’t they have had to know long in advance?”


“They do, sometimes.” Pan paused for a moment, thinking. “My father told me that the temple would occasionally alert the guilds if they happened to get word of a storm from the north. It didn’t occur often, but they do have some way to tell.”


“They do, huh?” The church could sometimes forecast the weather—an interesting piece of information. With their technological and ideological stagnation, an actual forecast seemed unlikely, especially considering that they only infrequently gave out predictions. Perhaps it was some sort of warning incantation, or magic item; though the irregularity made me think they were only warned ahead of time by coincidence, maybe the church possessed a long distance communication that was rarely used.


New things to watch out for, spontaneous spreading of rumors between settlements, and inclement weather. Nothing I couldn’t handle, but stealth jumped in priority. We wouldn’t be able to just outrun the tide of information if the church had their eye on us. Though since half the reason we were traveling was due to Ria, it wasn’t like that changed much.


“Right, so are we just going to stand out here and get drenched?” Scratching my head, the forerunner clouds were beginning to pass overhead, the light drizzle beginning to dampen us.


“It’s your own choice. Someone needs to greet them so that they can be directed into the houses. If we are proactive, things are much more likely to go smoothly. Besides, greeting the Paladins and Clerics is proper, we need to do our best to pay our respects.”


“Well, if it is them, I’ll probably be needing to make myself scarce soon.” Speaking slowly, I looked back over my shoulder to the center of the village. “It's a pity that I can't stay, these past few weeks have been rather enjoyable.”


“Many of us will miss you as well. You’ve integrated well in the few months you were here; I never would have expected a foreign magician to become so familiar. It certainly undermined some preconceptions.” Pan acted more wistful than usual, not one prone to reminiscing. “There may still be a few days before you must go. Don’t be in too much of a rush to leave, at least be sure to say your goodbyes.”


“I’ll stay until it’s certain. Now, if you’ll excuse me, they are getting a bit close. Better if my face isn’t too ingrained if I have to disappear.”


The rain was coming down harder and began to obscure the figures approaching, however they were around hundred yards away at the moment. Even so, it became more and more difficult to see through the downpour, which is why I could comfortably talk to Pan for some time.


Deciding they were getting a bit too close, I headed towards the river’s edge while I waited for Pan to discern whether or not the paladins were here to collect or just get out of the rain. Sitting on the edge of the banks, I took my shoes off and dangled my legs over, my feet skimming across the top of the turbulent surface.


Just hanging out, practicing magic, channeling negative energy, I kept my extra senses up. Trying to observe the fish and occasional eel to train, the freshwater fauna was too low energy for to see with <Mage Sight>. Despite this, the marginal difference that existed between them and the water was enough to detect the discrepancy.


At least, in theory it was enough to detect them. In practice, for every one I could see in this manner, three passed by that were only caught by my eyesight, and given the rough and clouded water, there were probably twice as many slipping by unnoticed.


“*Juicy fish so fresh and sweet…*” Rolling my sleeves up, since I’d already gotten wet from the rain, I decided to try catching some with my bare hands. Half a test of agility and coordination, and half just for fun, it was as good a way as any to pass a bit of time. The fish were innumerable in the rain, swimming both up and downstream. 


“*Ai!*” A splash large enough to make itself prominent even under the downpour erupted from the surface of the waves. Snatching my hand back, a sleek grey streak disguising itself among the currents whipped towards me. If not for the unusually strong mana field, pale white teeth would be clamped around my arm.


The serpent eel, a rare specimen whose young moved upstream in the spring, and returned downstream during the fall after aging. From the waters, an older serpent eel, four or five feet in length coiled about, seemingly watching me with contempt. A slate-green dorsal fin, segmented into spiny frills rose up and down in anger. Realizing it could no longer catch me, it turned tail and disappeared downstream.


Watching it go, Pan should be informed.


Serpent eels were quite the catch, even when they were younger. It was not just goblins who found meals with high mana fields tasty. Mana fields seemed to correlate with the nutritional value that could be extracted from a food as well. Not only were they larger than many fish, but the same amount of a serpent eel’s meat kept one satiated for a longer period of time.


Of course, as I discovered, they were not a simple creature as I thought them to be. Ralph informed me of the danger larger ones presented in the winter, but I hadn’t made much of it; what’s an eel in comparison to a carp? I vastly underestimated the skill and effort put into catching the serpent eel Pan had given to me, which was of far greater value than previously thought. They really were like wolves of the rivers, though they did not travel in packs, which was a blessing.


The stream was too large and moved too quickly to freeze over during the winter, and the number of fish swimming about stayed high—only the danger of the serpent eels kept the villagers from working as long during the winter. It had not occurred in a long time, but it was not unheard of for someone to be snatched away by a larger eel.


I decided I was done splashing about in the water for the day. Besides, the height of the river rose at an appreciable rate. There was no history of flash flooding, but the fact that the bank which previously sat around half a meter above the water level was now less than a foot above it encouraged me to withdraw as well.


Letting in the echoing chaos from my multitude of sense to survey the village, the clerics and paladins had commandeered several building. Pan had planned for that when he saw them approaching, and they were divided into four houses, seemingly set up even with their relative standing in mind. The two clerics were together, two houses for three paladins each, and the two teamsters for the carts together, but slightly farther away, naturally ending up in one of the worse huts. Not to terrible though, they were still disciples, however I recognized the position of the house to be Melissa’s. While she may have been rather fanatical and ready to provide lodgings for members of the church, her ability to care for her home was not top notch.


Honing in on Pan, he currently stood in the house with the clerics. Close enough to get a good look at them with <Mage Sight>, my caution was most definitely not unfounded.


The disciples showed a minor improvement over the general villages, although they would probably lose out to a goblin chief. This fell into my predictions; I hadn’t lowered my eyes to worry about the combat capabilities of the lowest tier since encountering Door Knob. They were more worrisome as a way to alert higher ups.


Paladins, whom I worried over, surprisingly left me a bit more relaxed. This may have only been in reaction to how much they had been built up in my mind, as they clearly surpassed the power of a goblin chief. Both the number of connections and the strength of power within the mana field surpassed all others—their definition was lacking on the other hand. However not knowing what that even meant, I couldn’t exactly work to exploit it. 


Impressive mana fields outclassing a goblin chief two or three fold, given the ease which the highest goblins could be taken out if putting my mind to it, only their numbers really worried me. On the other hand, they were only the most impressive until I turned my attention to the clerics.


They might as well have been candles and torches; the clerics burned like blazing suns in comparison to their compatriots. Sensing what exactly flowed within the mana field normally was something I could only accomplish when observing myself, and even then it was limited. Clerics contrasted this, clearly displaying a bright and fiery glow within themselves—it can only be referred to as a magical Yang energy.


Luckily upon detecting it, the Negative Energy that settled within me didn’t suddenly begin to wither away. The elements of the world didn’t interact like that, the variety within me remained unperturbed.


Only the massive quantities of magical Yang that coursed through the two clerics were visible; unlike the menagerie I could sense within myself. Upon inspection, the energy the clerics possessed didn’t appear a great deal stronger or purer than my own, it was mere quantity.


Then again, quantity has a quality all its own. I wouldn’t be trying anything out.


Again the clerics’ mana fields looked slightly rough, though they still surpassed their paladin cohorts. From the sheer intensity of the field magnifying everything about it, a connection could be made out. Not to themselves, but to somewhere else that couldn’t be seen, somewhere else far, far away.


That seemed nonsensical at first, but I recalled the constant strangeness of the mana field. To my own eyes it may have seemed like they were connected to nothing; that made the fact the opposite of impossible if it was interpreted correctly. If it wasn’t, then they were connected to something beyond themselves.


<Mage Sight> felt far more natural than it had upon first acquiring it, despite the odd displacement of my regular vision. Growing more comfortable with it didn’t mean it had been mastered, I still only had a limited range of experience. As I traveled and encountered more phenomena with it, strange matters such as the one about the nature of the clerics’ mana fields would naturally make more sense.


Practice and experience. They would help me understand in the future.


For the moment, I steered clear of the clerics, and waited for Pan to finish talking.

            

    
        Chapter 88: A Chat with Rion

    
    
    
    
                A tiny plop rhythmically sounded back in the hut, but given the much heavier rain, I was very pleased with my work. Keeping the fire within fed, the winds that made it through the gaps in the wall were repelled by the warmth. Ria looked comfortable enough, albeit in a mild fugue as usual. 


As there were few things to actually do inside, I alternated between channeling Negative Energy and directing my grave shadows. Having seen the mana fields of the clerics, the movement of the different elements within drew my curiosity more. They clearly showed an imbalance in their attributes, and I wondered if it was due to an affinity or if it could be cultivated. 


Accidentally ending up only able to use a single aspect of magic was not appealing to me; becoming too much of a specialist limited the options further down the line. However, from experience I learned that all types of mana were interchangeable, merely at different efficiencies. That made taking the chance much less risky.


Cycling the Negative Energy about through my own mana field, attempting to control its form and movements was not going well. No games of Ibokuri any time soon—I was more or less limited to coating myself in an aura or emitting a flame.


Whenever I ran out of mana, I would switch to working on controlling my grave shadows. Numerically, they paled before the unholy legion I commanded yesterday, however distance was the real factor I wanted to work on improving. The grave shadow’s need to be within the radius of control to function(though admittedly that limitation had not been pressed to its outermost limits) and it needed to be utilized to its fullest potential. There may have been a very small chance of them accompanying us on our journey, if only there was a way to keep them out of sight.


Well, despite having an idea for the future, saying doesn’t make it so. Only small increments of progress were made. So long as I kept moving forward it would be fine though. For the moment I only hoped to waste time productively.


At some point, looking away from the multitude of threads between myself and the grave shadows, I noticed the clerics were by themselves. Swiveling about, I searched for the relatively plain mana field that represented Pan.


Distinguishing the villagers by their mana fields alone wasn’t something that could be managed with the vague information <Mage Sight> gave; using one sense isn’t how humans operate though. Everything is taken in with regards to prior knowledge; with a mental map of the village and the people’s habits in mind, deducing which Pan was didn’t take much effort.


Since it was warm enough inside and the members of the church were more than content to stay hidden in the houses, I left Ria without any worries. Stepping out into the rain, my clothes which slightly dried instantly grew soggy again.


Tugging at my shirt, it clung uncomfortably. Sopping wet, the fabric chafed—it wasn’t that the clothes given to me were bad, or that I particularly minded, but it felt so simple. Creature comforts like wicking shirts with their silky textures were something I was beginning to miss. Maybe if there were countries with better means of production I could try something out. No rush to push everyone out of the medieval fantasy era, but some nicer clothes would be good.


Moving quickly to Pan’s home, mud under my bare feet. Forget shoes in such crappy weather, running over soft, yielding ground felt quite comfortable. Nothing like a good squish squish squish while stretching your legs; with <Prestidigitation> there wasn’t even any worry about tracking mud inside the house. Pan kept his abode clean enough that you would actually be able to tell if dirt was tracked inside.


Knocking on the door, Rion’s mana field got up to open it. Giving me a strange look, he simply opened the door all the way. The village didn’t have a habit of knock, greet, then enter; for the most part you just walked in to say what you needed to, so long as it was daytime. Everyone knew everyone and there wasn’t any meaning to wasting each other’s time with a call and response routine. No knock-knock jokes here.


The interior of the house was much nicer than my own residence. Constant maintenance gave it an older and well-worn feel instead of one of dilapidation. A hearth with an uneasily thin stone border sat against one wall. It seemed to be made of more mortar than true rock, probably made of reclaimed materials. Compared to the other shacks, the permanency still gave Pan’s house a dignified aura.


Sitting at a predictably simple and sturdy table, Pan currently cheerfully stitched away at a tunic similar to my own. After tying off his current thread, he looked up with a smile. What oddly intact teeth he had, maybe there was flouride in the water.


“Good news, you don’t need to be leaving just yet. The Clerics informed me that those responsible for collecting our tribute to the church will likely take a few more days before arriving. With the storm worsening the condition of the road, there is plenty of time.”


He happily reasoned that a few more days would be of no consequence to the date of departure. Sure I wanted to stay, and it did warrant a breath of relief, but Pan looked a bit too celebratory. Usually he acted as his stature indicated, excessively average, with few distinguishing features, and a dependable-yet-flat mind for analysis. Seeing him puff out his chest, no matter how slightly, was out of character.


“I’m glad we can spend a bit more time here. Still, we shouldn’t push it too far back. Getting caught off guard like today was a bit worrying.”


“That...is correct.” Lowering his head while slightly fumbling a response, Pan only started to speak again when his son interrupted.


“Hey, don’t don’t rush out of here! You can keep staying some more!” The brat spoke up emphatically, throwing his hands down on the table. “Ria can be here a little longer, can’t she? You’re always saying to take care of, uh, naysen.”


“Pfft. it’s *onee-san*, brat.” Knocking him on the head, Rion gave me a scowl. “Look, I told you before, she can’t get better here. There’s aren’t many sources of arcane power in the area. Unless you want her to only be awake a few minutes a day, Ria needs to head to a place where she can be properly treated.”


“But she doesn’t want to go!”


“Calm down Rion. There really isn’t anything more our village can offer to her. Preparations have been underway for quite some time now. Have faith, Alric knows what he’s doing.” Chastising his son, Pan unintentionally hit me with some stray verbal fire.


Hey, I’m not going to correct you, and I promise I’m going to accomplish this—but please stop thinking I have some sort of big plan. It makes me feel like I’m lying. Which I am not, by the way, you are just unreasonably interpreting things.


“Yeah, have faith.” I coughed, and readjusted my ponytail. “Besides, in my most recent foray into the forest, the *mana* of the world and I connected. The magic bestowed upon me will make the journey much easier. No need to worry at all.” It’s not a lie, it’s creative leeway.


Rion...growled a little at me, before moving to the other side of one of the partitions to his room. In response, I just shrugged to Pan, kids can be weird sometimes. Well, I wasn’t hoping to get into a real argument with him anyway. At least it seemed he wasn’t at the level of following us out of the village. That wouldn’t be a good outcome.


“Are you reconsidering?” I asked. Turning away from the what-ifs and could-bes, Pan continued to look a bit reticent. Watching his face while he dealt with Rion gave enough clues, of course he could be experiencing some doubt.


“No.” The village chief paused, having trouble with his words that evening. “No, if she is to get better, Ria needs to leave the village. If not for you, I doubt she would have even been able to hold on so long. No one could force you to stay by her side for life; it’s clear that even if you do find peace in this place, it is not meant for you.

“Every time you return from the forest, you exert more...pressure. Whatever it is you follow, it does not belong in a small place like this. I realize that there must be many things I can not understand about you, and despite what my father taught me, the world is too big for me to grasp as well. There must be dangers unimaginable.

“How could sending Ria on such a journey not tear at me? But keeping her here will do no good...I can only thank the Patriarch that you willingly have chosen to escort her. Of all the powers that walk the earth, one has decided to save my daughter for paltry recompense. Whatever the risks may be, I see that more than any other, you will shield her along the path that can give Ria her life back. One where she can pursue her dreams on her own once more.” Carrying on, Pan’s voice choked up. “No, I’m not reconsidering. Only anxious for the day she can be whole again.”


Slightly glistening from the firelight, his brown eyes misted over, and he surreptitiously wiped a them with his shoulder.


“Hey, no need to get worked up. Taking it to such lengths was my choice, I came up with it on my own. This is just how I do things.” Moving up to using two hands to adjust my hair as a distraction, watching Pan get emotional was...well emotional. I didn’t well up with tears like him, but I couldn’t just sit there stoically, so I did my best to get him to turn off the waterworks.


“I do want her, and you as well, to stay as long as possible, but I know that is mere selfishness on my part. I’ll make sure that you are prepared to leave by the day after tomorrow. The Clerics and Paladins will have already set off by then, and leaving then will give you perhaps a day or two separation from the incoming tax collectors. It should also give some time for the other folk to calm down as well.”


So pretty much a two day prep time, or rather, 42 hour prep time before departure. 


“I too would like to continue to delay my departure, but I agree it is better to leave sooner rather than later. I should prepare then. There are a few messes I’ve made that I need to go clean up. Stay dry.”


Giving each other little nods, I dashed back out into the rain. Through the thick clouds, telling the time wasn’t easy. Some point in late evening, it didn’t particularly matter, considering all my obligations had been rained out. That meant there was plenty of time to begin wrapping things up.


I started by heading to my hut, where I fed Ria an early dinner. Complaining a bit as usual, I kept my poker face on and didn’t reveal anything was up. It was a toss up for whether that would make things worse two days hence, but I preferred to avoid dealing with Ria putting her all into her venomous speech. At least for the moment, I wanted to wrap things up peacefully.


Conking out, after being fed mana, Ria entered a state of total unresponsiveness. From observation, it seemed to turn into regular sleep after an indeterminate amount of time. Watching her sleep was pretty boring, so I wasn’t very rigorous about marking down the duration. Even so, that gave me at least a quarter of an hour to clean up all the junk that gradually accumulated. My Inventory was almost full, but after heavy internal debate, I decided to dump some of the training rocks I used with Tagalong Girl.


Speaking of her, I would inform her on the morrow. With the rain, training was cancelled, and we didn’t want to tip off Rissa or Harold. Tagalong Girl kept her unchildlike personality hidden from her parents, as important characters are wont to do, and I did not challenge her on it. From her position, and the orientation of her eyeballs, <Mage Sight> showed she was indeed already in bed at such an early hour.


Given the thunderstorm, there really wasn’t much else to do. I did still have a few things to take care of before morning. Just a few going away presents, and the rain wouldn’t bother me. Only the way my tunic constantly rubbed against me. Well, I didn’t really need a shirt if no one else was out and about, so after an initial slight shudder, I set out into the cold, autumnal storm.

            

    
        Chapter 89: Contingency

    
    
    
    
                Running errands under the torrents of rain was a bit of a droll task, but it reminded me that I didn’t really need to wear shoes. Even running through the forest, the soles of my feet were thick enough to ward off the uneven ground. After many hours the rain stopped; as the ground began to dry, the air grew muggy and the mud sticky. Unpleasant to work in, but not an active hinderance.


Luckily, when I decided to head back to the village after finishing up to my satisfaction, I could call <Mount>. No need to walk on the icky ground, my noble steed carried me along.


Even if it would only be useful temporarily, <Mount> was fun to use. Actual utility paled in comparison to teleport spells, but sitting astride a horse and galloping under the moonlight is so much more fulfilling. Other than a means of entertainment, my night ride also served as a chance for me to feel out the limitations of my steed.


Gallivanting across the plains, the magical horse that served me acted with spunk, as I expected. Though it obeyed when leaping about, and skidding to a stop, moments of hesitation and slight deviations from my orders resulted. Unlike the undead, <Mount> did require verbal commands, although it didn’t seem as though the language used mattered. The horse also acted without room for euphemism as Hans and Clavi did.


This came a surprise, as there was still a connection between myself and the horse. However unlike with the undead, it was not mental; instead <Mount> seemed to be a part of mana field that could be separated. This led to a few quick developments—by applying {Soul Field}, I could order it without verbal orders by ‘reabsorbing’ it.


A downside to this was after integrating with it, it would no longer be able to leave my {Soul Field} and remain operational. Being able to do so was a curious ability that I had not expected to succeed so easily. Even more unexpected was after fusing with <Mount>, the mana used to manifest it could be recovered.


<Mount> was an indefinite-hold spell, meaning that it could be sustained by temporarily ‘sacrificing’ the mana used for it. That amount of mana would not be recovered until the spell ceased, either by dismissal or cancellation by another party. Indefinite-hold type spells were usually quite powerful and restricted to rare magics—well, with the obvious exception of some lower level abilities. Giving low-level players some indefinite-holds helped them survive a little longer, and since they quickly became less useful, they were not overly rare in the basic spells.


Recovering mana used was good, even if the actual amount recouped was small. The concept of integrating separated mana fields seemed helpful. Practically speaking, since I couldn’t seem to use <Mount> twice, I only ended up saving a few dozen mana. That only made up around 5% of my mana, so while it wasn’t exactly negligible, neither was it a large amount.


I enjoyed the rest of the night galloping about, <Conjurer of Cheap Tricks> active so that the spray kicked up by puddles flew in the right direction and aid my poise. Riding all sorts of beasts over the course of my VR career, horses were a bit banal, but that simplified getting used to them again. A lot less of a pain to stay on than chimeras and hippogriffs or gryphons, and anything else with feathers really, even without a saddle. 


A saddle did need to be put on the list of acquisitions I needed to make. After all the leveling up I did, outrunning the horse probably wouldn’t be too difficult. The real reason it would serve me well, other than looking cooler than walking everywhere like some peasant, was to carry Ria and Tagalong Girl. I doubted they had experience bareback or otherwise, and it wouldn’t be good for them to fall off at first gallop. They needed to start on easy mode before trying it on hard.


Keeping Ria from falling off without a saddle also would present some difficulties, so there was that too. Even without one, it would at least be a step up.


Horsing around until it was almost morning, I ended the <Mount> spell and headed back to the house before dawn broke. First stopping by the storehouse to grab the grains for breakfast, I hoped to stay out of the paladins’ eyes until they left. Storing the foodstuffs into Inventory until it was time to eat, I hopped on my bunk, crossing my legs while waiting.


That didn’t take long, and a couple hours after returning, the sun rose up and the clerics and paladins went on their merry way. Feeding Ria and heading out, <Mage Sight> let me detect Ross and Troy moving towards the forest, so I ran over to them to catch up.


The brothers looked a bit tired, despite maintaining their usual confident strides; I caught up to them without alerting them to my presence. They spaced out as they walked, so I had to grab their attention.


“Oi, what’s up with you two? Did those guys cause any trouble?”


“Ah, Twig!” Ross slightly fumbled as he adjusted his stride. “It’s nothing to do with the Church. We’re used to that sort of thing, and Pan keeps it under control.”


“Hmm, that sort of thing? I stayed inside, what happened?”


“Er, nothing out of the ordinary, just a few offerings…” Ross uncomfortably shifted, trying to keep a pace that made conversation difficult. Troy continued in a much less abashed fashion. “They went ahead and took two barrels of fish. As if they need that, they had plenty of food in their cart, and they wouldn’t stoop to eating that stuff. It’s just petty greed.”


“You oaf! They may have overstepped some unwritten boundaries, but they are still the Church. By right of power and protection, they could have taken more and still been within what was allowed of them. The entire country rests on the work they do.”


“Ai, ai, I got it, no need to start such serious bickering over it. I’m sorry I asked.” Two things you shouldn’t talk about are religion and politics, and this was both of them rolled into one. They were pretty close, so it obviously didn’t come between them, but I’d rather not get caught up in it. Luckily that had just been an accidental digression of the topic anyway.


“Alright, no problem. It’s not like this sycophant is going change his mind.”


“Says the ungrateful weasel.” Exchanging glares, somehow the argument lowered the tension. “Well that wasn’t what bothered me. Their presence just reminded us that you were probably going to be leaving soon. It wouldn’t make sense for you to stay long enough to pay taxes as well, would it?”


“If it was only taxes, I’d gladly stay, a bit longer, but you inadvertently hit the nail on the head, got it right.” A few silver pieces didn’t mean much to me since I raided Oirk’s treasury. “Speaking of which, I found some money on my adventures. Think of this as return with interest.”


Grabbing three aurum from my Inventory, I made sure none were the coin that was given to me; that would be kept as a keepsake. Handing one over to each of them, I held up the third. It was to make sure I didn’t have to reach into Inventory a second time, and to show that I still had sufficient funds. Even so, slipping the coins into their hands was difficult, and not because we were still walking.


“This...this is a lot of money Twig.” Troy stammered out, holding up the coin to the light, as if in disbelief. “Hah! You’re a great guy! Downright magical, I would say.”


“Are you sure you don’t need this? The reason we were able to make that much money is because we can manage to save up some every year. Traveling is an uncertain life—”


“You think he needs to be told that? Twig knows, and he’s still giving this to us. Be more grateful if you think that, don’t ignore the goodwill of others.”


“Hahaha, ahh, you two; I have money for a long time now. It’s not enough to live extravagantly for the rest of my life, but there certainly won’t be any trouble due to a lack. Besides, money can only be used to buy things. It’s better to be able to gather what you need with your own hands. Let’s set out, shall we?”


Brightening the mood, we set out for one last day working in the forest together. Along with ‘Longshaft’, the trees were felled quicker than before, Ross and Troy wearing expressions of disbelief. Going from a weakling to one who possessed superhuman strength, if not for the simple and sturdy construction of my axe, it may not have been able to take the stress.


I still required their help figuring out exactly which trees were good for cutting. Even so, the trees dropped like flies, and we continuously shifted through the forest. Apparently they kept to a system to help them stay sustainable. The pattern seemed less important than the timescale, after all, hardly any stumps were to be found anywhere, and the coppiced trees were all ready to harvest—though the regrown trunks were not always suitable as their predecessors had been.


Ross and Troy went over some other strange and esoteric trivia about the woods in between dumb jokes. Not that I didn’t find them entertaining, but they weren’t anything to write home about.


We enjoyed the time out there, but the two of them decided to head back earlier than usual. Only so much timber could be processed and there would be no point if half rotted away. Relegating the afternoon to cleaning up and splitting the logs, I led the way back.


“Hey Twig, you’re veering a little to the side. We’ll pop out at least a mile away if we keep heading this direction.” Troy lightly ribbed at me after a few minutes of walking. That required quite the sense of direction to be able to tell, although I wasn’t taking a detour on accident.


“I need to show you guys somewhere.” My voice sounded hushed, at least compared to the usual loud tone I used around Ross and Troy. This area of the forest was without sound, stilled by yesterday’s preparations. “I plan on leaving tomorrow.”


“Wait, tomorrow? So soon?”


“I’ve already stayed here far longer than I ever anticipated. It’s been fun, but residing in this village stifles my duties. The time has come.”


“Gah, I can’t believe it…” Troy shook his head. “It seemed like that day would never ome, and then you said it would be soon, and it turns out you’re vanishing tomorrow? I guess it would explain why you’ve been speaking with Pan lately, but still…”


“You figured that the arrival of the tax collectors would be the latest I could leave. How is it that surprising?”


“We knew, it’s just different for some reason when you give an actual date like that.”


“I suppose it is that way in certain instances.” People do occasionally have a poor grasp of the vague. For example, if you say a disaster will happen sometime in the next six months, it makes no sense to be surprised if it happens that very day. Yet very few people will be able to remain calm if that is the case. Having an absurdly high level of power does help you keep a cool head in nearly every instance though. Being bald helps you keep a cool head as well, but I would like to avoid that. “In any case, I do plan on coming back one day.”


“You’ve said that before—not saying I don’t look forward to that day, but more to the point, why are we out here? Something...strange has happened around here.” Ross looked around warily. His brother was also on edge, but tried harder to conceal it.


“You have some exceptional senses, or maybe I’m just not as stealthy about it as I thought I was.” Looking at the ground I kicked at the soft earth. “I sincerely hope you will never have to worry. The village does live peacefully, and maybe that won’t change. But I do not expect my journey to be a swift one, and many things may happen in the interim.”


Walking over to a tree one couldn’t wrap their arms around, Ross and Troy gazed upon the black and rotting pattern on the trunk. Though slightly abstract, Negative Energy carved the hint of an ominous visage. Using ranis petals and a catalyst applied to the inside, rot and healing should both have been prevented, leaving a permanent disfigurement. 


“Let this mark remind you, the path of magic is not a light one. Power was not designed for man, it is man who made designs for power. Whether for good or ill, it can be tamed through knowledge and force of will.

“Trying to keep magicians from power is not something I am unable to understand. Some of us are privy to knowledge that many would rather not see used. This too I can understand. In light of that, unless the lives of the village are at stake, and the church has abandoned you, do not make use of it, lest you draw their ire.”


Giving a warning, I tried to make it as impactful as possible. Too short and the gravitas would not set in, too long, and important details would be lost among bloviating and flowery language. At least the rotting face had been etched with enough care, empty sockets soullessly confirming that what was present was not meant to be trifled with. The villager’s breathing ever so slightly increased—letting me feel relieved that they were taking it seriously.


“To activate the magic, you must chant, and stab into the ground in the direction the face gazes. The closer to a straight path in front of it, the better. Repeat this at least three times, and do not fear. I’ll teach you the chant on the way back, so that it is not accidentally engaged, but recall that penetrating the ground is the most important step.”


“What...will happen then?” Ross suspiciously glared at the Face of Rot, unconsciously taking half a step back, as if trying to move away from its field of vision.


“Perhaps a summoning, a binding, or dark magic. I do not know what you would call it here. However, no matter what it appears to be, the one who calls upon it shall be its first master. It can only be a tool and has no desire. There may be none who would tolerate its existence, which is why you are not to activate it unless the lives of the village are at stake.”


“We understand!” Troy, quick to put his faith in me snapped to attention. “You use the tools you have, whatever it may be, you’ve done it with us in mind. Since you’ve told us, we won’t betray that!” 


I smiled at the enthusiasm.


“Remember this spot. I’ll tell you how to activate it on the way back.”


So the three of us departed from the silent patch of earth, feet sinking every so slightly into the occasional patch of loose earth. Underneath, an army of skeletons and zombies blanketed the ground past just a few inches of topsoil, waiting for the call that would hopefully never come.

            

    
        Chapter 90: One Last Game Before We Go

    
    
    
    
                I spoke of a gibberish command, *the dead shall serve*, because I couldn’t recall an appropriate quote that in translation would remain mystical enough. Practicing pronunciation that was largely superfluous, the real trigger would be striking the undead under the topsoil several times. More importantly, I went over the various rules they would follow.


Rudimentarily programmed, it seemed with the increase in levels and the associated stat increases, more orders could be stored. Their ability to understand increasingly complex orders did not improve by much, so it had to be resolved with a long list of choppy instructions. I was getting better at ordering them in large batches—that didn’t help much for those that would remain within the creature control radius, but never say no to more power.


That all was neither here nor there though.


Returning to the village they clamped down; I hadn’t sworn them to secrecy, but it was a wise move. Rumors of a dark ritual in the forest floating around would stir up trouble if the wrong ears caught wind of it. Instead, we started spending the afternoon processing timber and splitting firewood.


This wasn’t exactly unusual for me to do, but a few of the younger children gathered around as usual. Rion’s personality development didn’t greatly affect his friendships with the others; however in acting more responsible, the more lighthearted Ronnie and Terin began to overtake his position as leaders over the children. Both would lead the troop, or perhaps troupe, to hover around me on occasion. 


Casting a few <Dazzle>s to entertain Ronnie and the more easily pacified, Terin and a few others were rough and tumble types. Slicing off another sheaf of bark, they called out expectantly. Being able to do things as I willed, they oft tried pulling me away from whatever I was currently helping out with. Old enough to qualify as an adult, I ended up chaperoning them on expeditions farther out than usual.


It limited what magics could be practiced, but being the cool older brother, or maybe young bachelor uncle, I burned plenty of mana and stamina to keep them entertained. Work hard, play hard—time spent with the ragamoffins included plenty of both. Today wasn't any different for them either.


“Hey c’mon Alric! Take us east!”


“East! East!” Terin spoke up and the rest chanted. Not only those staying by him, but those distracted by the dazzling lights joined in as well. There were a few who did not, but they were by no means against the idea. 


“Hey Twig, no point working your days away right? Spend some time with them, leave working to us.” Ross spoke up, setting his broad axe aside to catch a breather. “Really, we got this. It's good to make some memories they can treasure.”


“Ah, hey, don't go straining yourselves. This twig carried a surprising amount of weight for you two.” Setting my own axe down, I turned to the crowd of children. Making sure all the wood ended up chopped and processed was important, but they couldn't fall behind what they would normally do on their own. Keeping the rambunctious rascals roving, exploring too far outside the bounds of the village wasn't something the adults had time to indulge. “Alright then, shall we begin our Eastern Exploratory Expedition?”


“Right! Bring up the rear Alric! Kress, you and Lyr be our lookouts! Let’s go!” Shouting out, Terin quickly became a commanding little general and led everyone east across the stream. I kept my eyes peeled for any serpent eels, and other various nasties that might be creeping about, but all went well.


Terin led the band to adventure, climbing over mountains(small knolls), and tracking monsters(horses, it would seem). When they found treasure(a clutch of colored stones), mutiny broke out, led by Ronnie. Unsheathing their weapons(sticks), a battle for the ages broke out.


Locked into the deadly melee, I partook in the fight as well. Shifting partners as the winds changed, making sure none were suppressed too heavily and helping parry especially hard hits. At the same time I made sure to keep them shepherded into a range in which a multitude of senses were active. Considering the amount of running around and how many I needed to keep track of on top of preventing injuries, it was a far more engaging and thrilling than actual battle. Flynning is designed to be pleasing unlike ruthless efficiency after all.


High, high, low, high—steady streams of sticks striking sounded; unceasing serious(ly) short soldiers. Strike, counter-strike, counter—children clashing chaotically creating a cheerful cacophony.


Moderately poetic is exactly how it felt; one final round of something not of integral importance, but neither was it an experience to be given up. I am not one who feels pangs of regret, but when waxing nostalgic, those times when I could run about without any worries at all surface frequently.


Well, making sure we kept within a kilometer of the forest’s edge was a bit trying, but that was simple enough a task to disregard.


A few hours from dusk, I began rallying my own faction of children with good endurance to fight for the colorful stones. Under my orders and occasional help, those who didn’t mind being on my side beat back the opposition. Ronnie stood fast, and eventually he and Terin rejoined forces.


Switching between fleeing and short skirmishes, my forces pushed them back towards the village. In intermittent battles, they gradually slowed, however their stamina was still impressive given how small they were. Not all could run and fight for hours on end; a few had trouble keeping up, panting and unevenly running to weakly rejoin their friends. To keep them from falling behind I would give them short rides to the battle lines where they could fight from my back before being set down again. 


Moving them back as a secondary objective, the fighting went on for a long while, and eventually all of the little ones were on their last breaths. Then Terin, more sharp-eyed than his companions shouted out, holding the treasure in the air for all to witness.


“I see the fortress! If we can just cross the river, we’ll be safe!”


“You fool! Those are the heirlooms of the wild folk! You shall never make it into the civilized lands. Charge!” I returned another short speech and the children all got their second wind for the final clash. Raising and shaking their weapons, everyone ran a short sprint to the river.


Not all are created equal, and despite being reinvigorated, despite his proclivity for wrestling, Terin quickly lost ground to the forces of wild folk running up his tail. A few of the civilized realized that they would be ‘defeated’ if they lost the stones and withdrew to help cover him. With the barbarian horde approaching, and his slowing pace, he couldn’t hold out.


Swords cracked as kids ran off the numbing feel of adrenaline, and busy dampening blows with <Mage Hand> I didn’t go to the front lines. Instead, the swarm of the wild children bore down on Terin and his guard, about to tear them apart.


“Take it backstabber...and save the city…” Gasping for breath, Terin turned to the traitorous Ronnie. Tossing the stones, they both fumbled, but with a little ‘influence’, he made the catch.


“This is my victory, but you will not be forgotten! Onward, to the ford!” With much more energy than many others, Ronnie laughed and began running for the stream. The mob ran forward, and I hesitated a moment to kneel down and check on the fallen Terin. Gasping for his final breaths, there was nothing I could do for the worthy foe(he was just winded), and I sprinted to catch up.


The ford was considerably wider than the rest of the stream, artificially stretched to reduce the depth of the water, and the ground used as fill. After repeated erosion and widening, the flow over had been continuously reduced over the years, one only needed to watch for the occasional thin channel that formed.


With the rainfall, it ceased to be shallow and slow flowing. While still easily passable, some murk remained, and the levels of water rose several inches. Not troublesome at all for an energetic youth, being unsteady after an intense day meant the fight across the ford would pose more trouble than one might expect.


Taking heavy steps through the water, Ronnie and his forces hesitantly fumbled backwards, as the wild ones stumbled forward with their attacks, trying to close in on the stones. Striding through the waters, I aided the wild folk in standing and moving within the river. With this, Ronnie and his men found themselves surrounded on all sides. Those who fell in battle hoarsely cheered from the banks for the victory of their comrades.


Brisk water splashed as the surface was struck wide swings, as the soldiers representing civilization were pushed together. Seeing his defeat was inevitable, Ronnie shouted, giving both sides pause to listen to his words.


“You may have bested us this time, savages! However, you will not get the power of the stones!” Raising his hand, he threw the colorful rocks. Those that happened to be nearby lunged for them, but ended up sputtering, lying mostly underwater as the treasure vanished with a splash.


The wild folk cursed with limited swears. Ronnie laughed, and I couldn’t help but join in. Better die than be killed, he ended the game in quite a grand fashion. Despite the fact that neither side ‘won’, it was just a bit of fun. Since the neither ended up visibly worse off than the other, cheer quickly spread to the rest of the participants.


Tired and sopping wet, I made sure the stream was crossed safely and then got to drying everyone off. Some time still remained before it got dark and their parents would want them close to the village, but considering how weary the lot was, they called it in early. 


Splitting into smaller groups, the kids went their separate ways. Casting a few magic spells to satisfy those around me, they began to disperse. Ronnie stuck around a bit, before a glow appeared from his pocket. Quickly covering it, he smiled bashfully before scampering off.


A tricksy little ruffian—he admirably slipped one of the many stones into his pocket before throwing the rest away. If Rion ended up leaving the village for some reason, I would say Rion had the best chance of becoming the next chief. Hopefully it wouldn’t be that long before we actually returned.


Speaking of Rion, he stayed behind to spend time with his sister and help out around the village. He was still a few years short of when most began the switch to a productive member of society, but since he wasn’t always consumed by the need to work things would be alright. Rion still had Pan’s guidance as well, so his future shone all the brighter.


Which was a good thing, as despite her intent to leave on the morrow, Tagalong Girl remained by his side. Being young, his reliance on her hadn’t developed overly much, but luckily Rion wouldn’t be so fragile as to collapse from her departure. I was quite curious as to if she had taken this into account or not, considering her original plan had been to manipulate him into taking her away from the village out of some bond between them.


Well, whether she took it into account or not, from my perspective Rion would be fine. Tagalong Girl weakened the link in recent times as well, considering she left his side more and more often.


Wherever Rion was, Tagalong Girl managed to separate herself from him again to meet up with me that evening. In the early evening, people were still out and about, but it didn’t take much for her to slip away to the forest.


“Not that I think you will, but this is your last chance to bail.” After taking just a few steps within the borders of the forest, I spoke up. Given how Ross and Troy seemed to be able to sense to presence of the undead in at least some capacity, I went the safer route and wanted to keep her from wandering into an area heavily tainted by the presence of my minions.


“I have not changed my mind, I’ve been preparing for this long enough.”


“No alterations to how you’re doing this? You really want to leave without a word to anyone?”


“Yes.” Tagalong Girl answered curtly, and I couldn’t help but grab the front of my head and run my hand through my hair. Though we didn’t talk too often, I still got along with Rissa and Harold. There was no way they would not be unsettled by her disappearance, but Tagalong Girl stated her wishes clearly. I would make alterations if I thought it would end better, however Tagalong Girl was not suppressing a desire to say goodbye.


“No final goodbyes?”


“No.” Monotone with only a hint of annoyance at the repetition, I hung my head. She had less attachment to the village than I did. It didn’t worry me, people grew over time. Well, even if she didn’t, things would be fine. Tagalong Girl became frustrated and cheerful at times, it just took more to get her emotions going. It would be excessive to worry over a mere slightly icy personality.


“Haaa~” Letting out a deep sigh, there was nothing for it. “In that case, we won’t alter the plan. You do remember how we’ll go about this?”


“Yes.”


“Just go over it aloud, okay? I don’t know what you’re thinking, you need to say it.”


“We plan to leave at noon. I will watch for Tylia, Ross, Troy, others who happen to be outside, and children. I am to bring any clothing that fits me, regardless of weight. Then after making my way here, their positions will be relayed and we will head east.”


Despite her lack of care towards the village, Tagalong Girl recited the plan so plainly it lacked the robotic monotone. Instead it sounded measured—hopefully she wouldn’t feel like she was walking on eggshells after we left. I wasn’t going to leave her behind if she couldn’t remember the plan. Well, at least she had more faith in me than Ria.


“Yeah, that’s right. We’ll only do a few short lessons today so you can rest up for tomorrow. Your training won’t stop when we hit the road, but take it easy the first few days.”


“If you say so, I will do as you say.”


That evening I worked on her surprisingly undeveloped cooking ability. My ability to rotisserie a chikan was not great, but it was the plucking and preparation of the rest of the creature that was the real difficulty. The two of us enjoyed a warm meal, before I sent her back to the village after showing her what I could. 


I too decided to tuck in early, my last night in the village. Staring up at the ceiling I thought back to all those good times. A pity it all had to end so soon, but it would be to Ria’s benefit, and likely my own.


The weeks of village life came to a close as I shut my eyes. Tomorrow would be the last day of this simple life.

            

    
        Sidestory 90.1: The Tagalong Girl

    
    
    
    
                Despite the trials and rough lifestyle, the nameless village remained calm for as long as she could remember. Fishing, caring for animals, and leisurely working the small fields, urgency was an almost foreign concept to those around her. Under the leadership of Pan, even the meagre production of the village resulted in more than enough food and money to make it through the year and be even less troubled the next. Since before she was born, the place travelers condescendingly referred to as Salt Village already started to regain its footing. While it may not have been a luxurious life, there was nothing the villagers found lacking.


Imira did not share the contentment of her community.


Only 10 years old, her knowledge of the outside world came from brief rumors from travelers and tales from adults who never left the village themselves. All her needs were provided for, yet there was something that could not be found in the hamlet.


It is not unusual for a child to yearn for adventure, but that wish is only a passing desire with flames that quickly burn out—however for her, a call came from the unreachable expanse. Unceasing and omnipresent,  Imira never knew a time when the need to leave the village subsided. 


She waited, because unlike the fleeting passions of youth, her escape was not a simple emotional whim. Exploring beyond the uneventful village was something integral to her mind, choosing to remain was akin to letting herself waste away in a trite locale, with no hope for anything greater.


Though only told in snippets, Imira learned of the dangers waiting for one who traveled. So she took her time preparing. Constantly standing by the chief’s son for many years, she ingratiated herself with Rion, hoping to make him willing to depart and take her with him. Becoming a close childhood friend who stayed by his side in most every situation, as time passed Imira grew confident in her plan.


Two children traveling alone may not be much an improvement from one, but from Imira’s perspective it was not a marginal increase. After all, she had not chosen Rion to be her companion arbitrarily.


Unknown to anyone else, Imira possessed an ability coveted by the wizards of Derriad to the greatest mages of Braan—the ability to see mana. Even if she was unaware of the exact nature, her intuition told her to keep it hidden. Though she experienced nothing of the sort, nevertheless Imira recalled hazy visions of misfortune brought upon those revealed to have such things. As such, the ability of her eyes remained something strange and seldom utilized. With limited knowledge of how to work it, and the strain of doing so, Imira could make little use of it. 


Even those with the foggiest of vision could make out a blazing fire. At first she had been totally unaware of what the ability meant for her, but after Imira used it to witness traveling wizards that passed through it came to her. The exact meaning of the cloudy figures remained elusive, but it clearly represented magical power of some sort. That moment, at six years old, was when she began to stick to Rion, whose magical cloud stirred with greater force than any other in the village.


Imira still knew nothing of magic, other than the warnings the clerics gave every year as they collected taxes. Despite her ability to think ahead and preternatural affinity for complex thoughts, in the end, she remained a child. Beyond having Rion accompany her away, no details of how to manage their travel crossed her mind. 


Her plan may not have resulted in a favorable outcome for her, but reality spared Imira an ignoble defeat in the wilderness. Over a month ago, a wizard wandered into the village. Normally this would only encourage cautiousness, but despite an imposingly tall form, and an inability to communicate, the magic user somehow ended up settling down.


Impossible recollections flickered through Imira’s mind, and as she thought on them, Alric appeared increasingly familiar. Not in the sense that she heard of him, but in his chipper and intentionally mysterious personality, in the excessively melodramatic movements and demure reactions to socially awkward situations.


Wizards passing through to Glaucen or Medean acted haughty and self assured. Given the vast energy that dwelled within them, perhaps that could only be expected. Excessively friendly, and with a strange magic power that dominated over any other; Alric could only be thought of as an aberration.


In this deviation, Imira placed her hopes and revised her plans for escaping. Years may have passed by at Rion’s side, but she remained aware enough not to fall into her own trap and become attached. Actually leaving superceded old plans, and Alric’s power would grant her far more security. 


As Alric learned to speak, Imira stuck by Rion who had been put in charge of teaching the mage. Before fully daring to gamble on him, she wanted to observe how he acted to find the best way to influence him. While the wizard certainly did behave whimsically, Alric was no fool—however he did lack knowledge of the area. 


Approaching him to make sure he realized the dangers of being near Pan’s cursed daughter and the paladins that came around during fall, Imira failed to take into account his vocabulary. Instead, he flipped the conversation around and without meaning to, she revealed her intent.


Green eyes, sparkling with good humor, looked down at her. Reflexively stooping to become ever so slightly closer when speaking, without demanding, his words elicited the desire to respond. When talking to him, there was an indescribable compulsion to say something. Charisma didn't capture it, answering to him was simply the most natural action. Not because Alric expected it, but on a more primal level where that was just the way things went.


So against any conscious judgement on her part, Imira ended up truthfully telling him about her plan to leave. The words came so easily, and while in retrospect she hated how it slipped out, Alric’s blase acceptance of the matter pushed that thought aside in the moment. Watching him sigh and run a hand through his hair, the wizard seemed more exasperated than surprised. As if running away from home happened to be a natural event in life, and he got sucked into it.


In fact, upon further conversation, he seemed more than willing to take Imira along once he left. Without any recompense, his wholehearted acceptance of her companionship began to trigger suspicions. A residual thought from nowhere reminded Imira not to be naive, to act warily towards those overly generous—especially one happy to take her away from home. 


That negative impression couldn’t stick to him though. Upsetting preconceptions as easily as he did, making assumptions about Alric always felt wrong. She could only observe his actions and hope they were an accurate representation.


Even had he not been erratic, it was likely she still wouldn’t have been able to discern his motivations. The echoes and foggy visions that both were and were not a part of Imira increased her mental faculties and understanding of things she’d never known—but at the same time it only served to widen the distance between her and others.


The jumbled false memories provided facts; although from the fragments an occasional vignette could be produced, they never provided any social insights. How could she ever find herself in a position to identify with her peers? Lagging behind Imira’s own intellectual development, she could only tag along in Rion’s shadow and hope to not stand out among them.


It got easier to do so over the years, but at the core there was a lack of understanding. Familiarity was the only reason she had any comprehension of those around her.


So when the chief’s daughter fell ill, afflicted by some strange curse, shirking away from Ria was the obvious course of action for Imira. She held no prior grudge against the girl, but knew that once turned, waiting for a cure usually resulted in a fatal mistake. Not ending it right after she was bitten was an understandable sentiment, but if the matter remained unaddressed then it could expand to plague the whole country.


Dabbling with the unknown made Imira uncomfortable. Yet when Alric spoke of bringing Ria with them, she held her tongue. Unease welled up within her, but like a double negative, Alric’s unknown counteracted that of the curse to an extent. No matter what else, at the very least he appeared capable in Imira’s eyes.


However after almost two weeks of doing nothing, Imira once again felt doubt rising up. The mage showed no sign of moving on from the village any time soon, even as fall approached. Several weeks may have remained until the absolute deadline, but even with that taken into account Alric moved too leisurely. 


Reticent to bring the matter up, she couldn’t predict how he would react. After much deliberation, Imira finally resolved to bring the matter to his attention. If they were to travel together in the future there needed to be some communication between them. Alric naturally held the dominant position, but he did not act cold—Imira hoped she would be able to convince him to focus on preparations. Criticizing her former ‘plan’ to simply leave with Rion, he needed to be aware of his hypocrisy. 


By the time she worked up the courage to do so, he disappeared.


Rion and Pan both stated that he only happened to be departing for a short while to try and find materials to help Ria. As days passed, Imira strived to suppress her growing unease. Alric did as he pleased, and she grew more worried that his whims blew him off course and away from their village forevermore. After all, what did the village have to offer him?


Keeping a distance even from Rion, Imira distanced herself from the village further. Attempting to isolate herself in the nearby woods to calm her tumultuous heart; she may have showed little in the way of outward signs, but her mind frantically whirred away.


The wizard had pointed out the flaw of her old plans, while at the same time extending his hand to her. Taking things slowly, he still promised to take her away from the village and satisfy her dream of growing beyond the confines of her birthplace. He replaced her hope, only to vanish.


Imira logically understood that Alric could not return spontaneously, and his expected time of return had not yet arrived. Even so, she dreaded the day; when it would be seen if he truly returned or not. Were the promises just whimsical statements? Did her presence mean so little as to be overlooked, or did he never intend to follow through in the first place?


Imira only depended on others when she felt it necessary; the validation of others was not something that concerned her. However as self reliant as she behaved, the ephemeral memories of a past inadequately prepared her. It may have all been in her head, but still she felt the sting of betrayal. 


Forced to be dependent on another, especially one prone to flights of fancy, the development of a negative dynamic can not be helped. The fact Alric returned exactly as he said he would did not mollify Imira. At the end of it, he propped himself up as the only solution to her desire. Even if it were the case, she could not find herself satisfied.


There would always be the chance of something catching his eye and distracting him. Imira knew that to him, she barely qualified as anything more than a bit of cute decoration. Relentless in his capriciousness, following him brought an uncertainty bigger than any other she encountered.


And yet here she stood, about to follow him anyhow. While it may have been a risk, one made on assumptions she had no way of knowing, there were no other paths ahead. 


The thoughts within Imira called out for new lands. This was the call for her to truly run out there and satisfy herself. So no matter the cost she needed to pay, she would do so. 


Who knew what lay after succeeding, but Imira needed to at least try and live before perishing. 

            

    
        Sidestory 90.2: The Village Leader

    
    
    
    
                Slowly opening his eyes, cool air crept into the building as the embers died through the night. Quietly shifting out from under the covers, Pan listened to the sound of his son’s light snoring. Waking sooner than usual, dawn was still some time away, and even the early riser Rion had yet to stir.


A leader needed to be able to maintain a calm disposition, his father made a point to instill the value of evaluating situations with a level head. There were boundaries to how far one could take it though. With his daughter about to depart, Pan couldn't find it in him to relax—falling asleep the night before had been difficult enough. Sitting with vacant eyes for long minutes, he tried to get a handle on what he felt, hoping that would make it easier to deal with. 


Sadness stood out among the emotions, the simplest of reactions. In the direct aftermath of Gunner’s folly he witnessed the flight of those who could not stand what the village had become. The fact they left for their own interests, abandoning the settlement did not come as a shock to Pan, it was an understandable course of action, despite the fact that their departure weakened what little the village still had. However he never imagined that Ria would one day need to leave as well.


First Rian, then Lier, and now even Ria was leaving him. Rion seemed to grow dissatisfied with life as well. Pan hoped the presence of Imira would keep him at least a while longer. It may not have been a very frequent occurrence, but migration to other thorps was not rare either, especially for new couples. All his children going their own way, possibly never to meet with him again, he tried to mentally prepare himself, but at the very least he hoped to grow to an old man before that. 


Pan could only restrain his selfishness, for his daughter’s one ray of hope. Even if the Patriarch was benevolent, there were limits to what he would do for someone. Suffering from an illness beyond the ken of fishermen, he was more than aware that whatever it was the hands of the Church would not let it remain.


If not for the truly unique nature of her situation, perhaps Pan would feel resentment. When looking at the horns and unnatural flesh, he knew that the matter was not a simple one. Fearing for her, the situation seemed hopeless; even if Ria still retained her mind, the Church’s devotion to eliminating the enemies of humanity would not leave someone presenting a possible threat. If it were anyone other than his daughter, Pan knew he would have accepted the Church’s judgement.


But weres are not. Upon Alric’s arrival, and seeing him to be a wizard, he took the chance.


Pan stood up and began to get dressed, trying not to dwell too much. Shaking out all his clothes, making sure no insects found their way into the warm dwelling and nested. It was but a momentary distraction as he slipped into a tunic and trousers of a quality surpassing what his neighbors wore. 


Slipping through the dark to the storehouse, saying he took advantage of his position was not entirely false. While the others were understanding, Pan’s offerings to Alric were more than what should have been given for the treatment of one person. Due to his planning and caution, Pan was not putting them at any risk—but shifting several more blankets to a backpack meant for the wizard, the members of the village might feel winter’s bite a bit more prominently than before.


Pan felt guilt nipping at him, but it did not change his actions. The troubles that his fellows went through affected him, but compared to Ria’s health, their importance paled. 


Tiaism did not support such ideas, and in fact openly rejected them. The weak were weak, and a weak family member was also weak. Not an off extolled tenant of Tian Meng, even those like Corsair and Melissa who followed more orthodox beliefs seemed to turn a blind eye to it.


Of course, it is only towards those close that one will attempt to ignore that portion of Tiaism, the general sentiment remained. The flimsy excuse that the ill should be cared for to become strong again did not even apply to Ria’s situation. No matter how tight knit the village had become over the past few years, that amount of care would be seen as an indiscretion.


Alric was a boon in that sense. At first glance, Pan realized that he acted unlike the other magicians that passed through town. Though he could not say how exactly, that feeling encouraged him to invite Alric to treat Ria. To invite a normal wizard to do so was taking a huge risk, even one who could not speak Derrish and appeared unassociated with the Church should have reacted poorly to his daughter’s illness.


Yet upon seeing him, he felt a sudden urge that this was his chance, and he needed to take speak with Alric. And somehow it worked out.


The mage acted quite detached from things, but in spite of this, he cozied up to almost every member of the village in an instant. Towering over everyone, with a power the Church taught them to fear, he helped out on his own initiative and acceded to almost anything asked of him. At first Pan thought him to be the exact opposite of what Tiaism taught; only Alric by far had the required strength to deal with others as he wished.


The first time it was brought to his attention was when Ross and Troy returned from a trip with Alric into the forest. From the way the two relayed the tale, Pan thought for sure they were distorting the truth to some extent. Even if Alric was capable of taking down numerous goblins by hand, the tale of the absurd aftermath seemed like nonsense. He may have been a bit eccentric, but the way they told it he sounded completely unhinged. It was easy to just brush them off as exaggerating some of his usual quirks. 


Then came the false Disciples. Pan had been aware that something was off at first glance. The way they walked, the weapons at their sides, the small amount of supplies on them...none of it reflected the ostentatious nature of members of the Church. The only resemblance they held was their clothing.


Even their arrogance deviated from that of true Disciples. Members of the Church were the law wherever they walked, and while there was a hierarchy within the organization, those of the same rank did not kowtow to each other so easily. Fierce competition existed between Disciples; Pan may not have witnessed it, but such tales were common. Becoming a Disciple from outside the Church required a high level of talent, yet there were so many that they fought for the positions in droves. Those who succeeded in joining were not even given an exceptional amount of resources to advance.


The entire structure of the Church was based around feeding those with power. If one was too weak, they would be cast out. Usually only death released someone from their service to the Church, but with innumerable Disciples a one in ten thousand case became a regular occurrence. Those removed from the structure never gained deep access into the organization, so the Church did not expend much effort into ferreting them out. Still, it was common knowledge that even though they were allowed to roam after leaving, some subjects remained taboo for them to speak about. Not much other than anecdotes of the harsh life they led was ever divulged.


Those three who came to the town were conceited with power, but it carried far too much smugness. True Disciples of the Church realized that while they stood above others, the only law was that the strong devoured the weak; never could one be satisfied with their position. The false trio on the other hand acted with a regal facade—completely untouchable. Alric’s warning surprised him more due to the fact that he was able to recognize they did not belong to the Church.


The shocks did not stop there, because over the next three days the mage showed off his strange durability. 


Pan hesitated a moment as he finished packing various supplies into a pair of large packs. Recalling the ‘finale’ Alric had shown became his newest reason to worry over Ria. True, unless Clerics themselves began to chase him down nothing would pose a danger. Instead, what alarmed him was the way Alric could swing between moods that at the same time were dissociated from his actions.


Ponderously cutting at himself, cheerfully severing muscles and dragging people off to interrogate, melancholic if others did not accept his goodwill. Acting in favor of the village gave everyone a good impression of him; that did not change the fact that he was able to forget the fact that an arrow was stuck into his chest. Alric seemed to earnestly want to provide them with a better life, but Pan realized that the mage could not be predicted as easily as he thought.


Gambling his daughter’s life with a madman, the idea put a great deal of strain upon him. Ria’s only chance was to escape the clutches of the Clerics, and Alric was the only one who could do that. Only there came the danger of Alric not fully grasping the situation and slipping up. 


That was the worst case to Pan, a fatal mistake caused not out of malice, but by accident. Powerful, it would be the fact that the wizard would need to travel through equally foreign lands, and there was no doubt trouble would be stirred up. Alric’s erratic nature would be the source of misfortune, not his own ill will.


Pan somehow remained assured on this point. The wizard never acted maliciously towards any of the villagers, nor did he show any other signs that he would otherwise bring harm. Unfortunately, Ria herself recently seemed to have a change of heart.


Upon first arrival, it didn’t seem like there was any issue between them. In fact, given her condition Alric quite readily treated her, apparently unaware of how unnerving it was to others. In only a few short days, despite the affliction showing no signs of retreating, she experienced a marked increase in her health. Even without training, Pan could tell that whatever magic Alric used alleviated the worst of the symptoms, if not the most prominent ones. A short while after, and she could regain consciousness.


He had been too naive at that point. Appearing with miracles in hand, Pan thought that Alric would be able to completely cure her with ease. It should have been obvious to him such would not be the case; those passing by, as well as his father told plenty of stories about mages and their talents. They simply did not have the means to provide remedies.


As the third son of a merchant, Pan’s father at least received a proper education before being sent off to make it on his own; the most important lessons of which were passed on to him. Few things in the world could be considered as important as knowing about mages.


His father had not been open minded about the topic—very few were. However knowledge of wizards and mages was almost standard in any curriculum. Enough to know their strengths and weaknesses, but vague enough that no magician would ever benefit from learning. Magic was a devilish art, but crusaders can not fight without knowing who their enemy is.


Unlike the city, rural areas were lawless zones, only the pressure of the community created a semblance of order. Living on the outskirts of Glaucen’s territory in a small village meant even the occasional traveling Disciple was a rarity. These factors meant that even though wizards were not common, they still passed through at a relatively high rate; the way to deal with them was appeasement and avoiding trouble.


A fact repeated over and over during his lessons was that magic did not harness the Flow of Life. Magic users created outlandish displays, however they were restricted to affecting the physical world—any ability that appeared otherwise just happened to be a more convoluted and intricate spell. Despite a mystical veneer, at their core mages used brute force. Pan was not wholly convinced of this, but the intimidation tactics shown by traveling bandits suggested it to be so. Almost all their threatening appearances relied on material conjuration or manipulation. He should have known better than to expect Alric could simply remove the disease.


Although the idea did not sit well, he agreed with Ria being taken to a place more capable to deal with the issue. Intellectually, the decision was easy to make, but now that the time actually arrived, it took all his willpower to remain calm.


Going to spend the last few hours he could with her; knocking, he was unsurprised to see Alric open the door for him with a smile from ear to ear.


“Ah, hey there. I was going to wait a bit before waking her up to eat, but I can do that now if you want?” Speaking in a low whisper, it followed his usual pattern of exaggerated expressions. 


“I...just want to check in on her today.” Pan felt his throat catch, coughing softly to try and compose himself. Alric wouldn't make anything of it, but it was Ria that worried he didn't want to worry. “If you would wake her up, that would be quite—quite pleasing.” 


Alric chuckled, tapping on the silvery spots on his cheek. Stepping back, he gestured for Pan to step inside. “Well, do you want me to step outside? You have forty seconds to talk now, so maybe there can be a bit more to discuss between you two.”


“I would appreciate that.”


“Right then.” Nodding in understanding, Alric stooped down about to lift Ria up from the bed, but then withdrew his hand as an afterthought. Pan stepped forward to do so, with mixed feelings on Alric’s hesitance.


On one hand, he didn’t wish for Ria to experience any discomfort. Though slightly awkward, it came as a relief Alric took heed of her feelings. But on the other, the distance his daughter put between them worried him as well. Before Ria began expressing unease around the mage, Pan had hoped he could push them together to some degree. After all, even if Alric planned to see her back to health, the more he cared and became invested in her well being, the more cautious he would be about Ria’s health.


Slightly fidgeting and tapping the bony protrusions coming from Ria’s forehead, he slipped away like a candle extinguished in the wind. Hopefully with time Alric would become closer to her again, but things were what they were. 


“Hey Riri, how are you feeling?” The way Ria reflexively withdrew at first did not escape him, no matter how slight, but relaxed after recognizing him. “It’s almost time for you to go.”


“Dad? Are you really letting this happen?” Ria muttered into his shoulder, lightly leaning against him. Light as fishing rod, her thin form regained some sturdiness over the weeks. “Leaving, with...someone like that?”


“I’m sorry, but what other way is there?” Swallowing, his throat tightened up again, but he had to continue. There wasn’t time to compose himself completely. “Alric has been with the village for more than a month now. No one in the village who would not vouch for his character. He is likely the only hope of getting better at all.”


“Is it worth it?” Grumbling under her breath in a defeated tone, she went lax. Not from time running out, but just fatigue. “They’re wrong, he’s wrong. I can feel it.”


“Riri, Alric is a mage. The village has seen—him, in strange circumstance; he does not mean you harm. If you do see this side, recall that despite the appearance, he is honest.”


“You're wrong. He's rotten, cold, and uncaring.”


“Why? What is it he's done or said?” Looking into her eyes, Pan wanted an answer. He needed to know if there was something Alric had done or said to instill the distrust. Should Pan need to withdraw support from Alric he would do so. If the choice really was between a rock and a hard place, he would not force her out, it would comfort him more having her nearby. 


However, that led to a doomed peace. The fact Ria opposed leaving so strongly twisted Pan. She should have been old enough to make her own decisions, but in this case, between fear and illness, she wasn’t coming to the most logical conclusion. This only exacerbated the problem, Ria’s stubbornness rarely conceded in the best of times; who knew what it would take for her to give in. Pan couldn’t help but cringe at all the possibilities that she could bring about with her bullheadedness. Her misapprehensions needed to be curbed as much as possible— 


“Just drop it.” Her hands dropped to the straw mattress from around him.


Pan almost flinched back, but didn’t. A calm disposition, sturdy as a rock. No matter what she said, he was confident.


“Everything will be fine. You can get through this.” Ria didn’t say anything in return, her eyes glazing over before beginning to slump. Pan simply sat on the bed with her in his arms. When would he see her again, if ever? 


Ria was a woman grown, and able to live on her own, if only she was freed from the curse. Perhaps after the trials, even if she still disdained Alric, she would not seek to return again. Certainly in these last few moment trying to comfort her, Pan did not speak empathy, but words meant to cajole. 


It would be worth it, so long as she got better. Even if Ria never returned, so long as she ended up able to live happily, that would be enough for him.


Steeling himself, he stepped outside. Alric stood a few meters back, apparently in a slight state of concentration as several objects orbited around him. Noticing Pan’s exit, he unhurriedly walked over.


“⭓ ⭓ ⭓⭓⭓ ⭓ ⭓ ⭓.” 


As he sometimes did, the mage spoke in his own tongue. Never leaving any hints as to what his words meant, other than a few phrases it was a mystery to the villagers. Even so, the soft solemnity carried through.


“It is, isn’t it?”


Pan had to turn away, his face now staring into the sun. The day had begun, and there was no going back.

            

    
        Sidestory 90.3: The Pragmatic Warlock

    
    
    
    
                “Nuhesha, may your spirits find peace.” Facing the front of the tree, Dezzro dragged his hand down the bark until he was on his knees with his palm in the dirt. 


“Hey, get to work Dezz! I’m sick of you doing this every time. You may be strong, but you fell no more lumber than the others. If your slacking means we cut too close to the quota, you can bet your ass I’ll send you to the woods where you can sympathise with the trees all you want.” The foreman glowered before returning to ordering the workers about.


To the left and right, metal teeth ground away at the flesh of the trees. Axes thumped against the bodies unceasingly, slowly cracking at their legs until they fell. Teams of oxen forlornly pulled skidders, taking the logs away to be stripped down and split.


This was his job though, and he couldn’t afford to lose it. Swinging his axe, Nuhesha began to shake, leaves rustling above. Doing so many times before, he quickly entered the rhythm of slamming the blade into the trunk, chunks of wood fell to the ground with every swing.


Lightning crawled across his skin, almost unbearable uncomfortable, but Dezzro knew it was restraining itself already. Intangible punishment unable to be negated, he could only accept that even if it was for the greater good, it could not be condoned. As the hour passed, Dezzro began to wipe his sweat away with a rough tunic at greater frequency, mostly as momentary respite. 


The work itself did not create any exhaustion. While his muscles trembled, that came from resisting the backlash. The power of Niukuk bestowed Dezzro with great strength, among other boons from the great spirit.


The Lord of the Forest came into conflict with many of the other great spirits, however with the recent incursion of the humans and enslavement of the elves, his power recently had been on the rise. Most spirits of the forest stood by the natural world, and would not compromise their dedication for anything. For a long time the elves and other beast races sought the majority of their power from these beings and prospered alongside them.


However with the imbalance of power and the recent subjugation, the elves were quick to lose support from the spirits. It may have seemed like true and unwavering devotion to the cause, but that was only their arrogance. Pacts were not only to the benefit to the physical races, a spirit’s primary mechanism for growth depended on those who borrowed and nurtured their power.


With the inability to provide, both they and the races which made pacts quickly lost the power to put up any sort of resistance against the Church. Previously, they fought a losing battle, but now no longer had any chance against them.


In this time, Niukuk took advantage of the situation to raise his own following.


Dezzro was neither el nor beast; his only hair consisted of a dark brown beard that stretched up to his scalp, and his arms were thick and tanned from working outdoors. Nothing in particular set him against the Church, it could even be argued that his actions followed Tian Meng. 


Perhaps the view needed to be slightly twisted to make sense, but the Patriarch desired for humanity to stand with their own ability against those who would bring their downfall. Dezzro took this to mean one should pursue power as a means to sustain themselves.


So despite the act that he currently acted as an underling for Niukuk, a being directly opposed to the Church, he didn't find that contrary to the religion. Given the great spirit’s ambitions, Dezzro’s attendance to religious ceremonies was beneath rebuke. Their end goals were diametrically opposed, but the difference in scale allowed them to work with one another.


After hours of passing from one tree to the next, the splinter of Niukuk’s soul never missed a chance to let an excruciating wave of pain pass over Dezzro. The lumberjack did his best to ignore it and continue on. He had long since grown used to the treatment, and understood it to be a far better deal than many of the other nature spirits who would offer up pacts. Niukuk delivered punishment to those who transgressed, but after doing so the matter was settled. While the others may excuse one or two instances with lesser punishments, enough slip ups would usually result in a termination of both pact and life.


After so many days of enduring, while Dezzro did manage to cope, the end of his work day came as a relief. The break was both physical and mental in nature. While not originally invested in the fate of the wilderness, pacts inevitably altered to kind of the recipient to some degree. Finding himself more empathetic to the suffering of the trees, eventually he found himself more distanced from the other lumberjacks—not that he'd been particularly social before.


Walking over to the forester’s station, he walked inside the log cabin. Behind a large desk void of decoration and covered in fastidiously aligned stacks of papers, the foreman perused symbols arcane to Dezzro. Messe hardly looked up, pulling a sheet with more ink than white space. 


“You've been cutting things rather close Dezzro. The less you produce, the more likely you are to be fired. While having someone who knows the ropes and won't get themselves killed is good, your sympathy to the elves is another black mark. Quit toeing the line.” Messe chastised him with a quick summation, scratching at papers as Dezzro set his axe down with the others. 


“So long as I fill my quota, there's no need for warnings. I'll do as I please otherwise.” Venting, the wiry overseer didn't even glance back. Of course, had the lumberjack a stricter boss he likely wouldn't have said anything. But in Messe’s eyes, so long as the work was completed, he didn't care for decorum. Lumberjacking wasn't exactly a high-class profession.


“So be it. Just remember that you’re on thin ice.” With a final dismissive wave, Messe shooed him off, muttering something about company property before Dezzro left. 


With that settled, he did not return to the crowded campgrounds that he and other lower tier workers occupied. Neither comfortable, nor possessing any company that he would desire, Dezzro instead turned to the west. Luckily at this point in time the growth copse was not too far from where he was situated, and the journey to the elvish encampment would not be too arduous. 


Walking the path with long and steady strides, he continued unperturbed by the sneers of those who caught sight of him. Naturally humans were superior to elves, but pursuing strength was a more foundational principle. His colleagues might disdain him, but not being able to infer a bigger picture and set aside minor details just meant their priorities were skewed.


Separating the two camps likely was for the better. The elves felt fear and the humans held on to their condescension, both burning with hatred towards the other. It cost a small amount of efficiency, but a measure of distance between the two helped reduce the chance any impulsive actions would be carried out, from either side.


However, for the most part it was to the benefit of mankind. After all, the elves did not voluntarily offer their services. Possessing freedom only nominally, their families were more or less held hostage. Stuck between a rock and a hard place, the unaging elves held a fear that pushed them to choose servitude over death. Not to mention they were kept in line by the guards that came into view as Dezzro approached the growth copse.


Skirting along the edges, he failed to escape from a patrol’s sight.


“Well, if it wasn’t the little elf sympathizer, who would it be? Not surprised to see you here again.” Scoffing, a figure dressed in white robes with hair the color of dead grass stepped out from between the orderly tents. “I don’t know why you frequent here so often, but don’t even think about stirring up any trouble. This is the work of the Church and for the benefit of humanity.”


“I am faithful to the Patriarch. Compromising humanity is not something I would do, Brian.” Dipping his head in piety towards the Disciple, his tone only respected the position and not the individual. Having been among the logging camps for quite some time, he realized Brian had long since fallen off the path of promotion, and the Disciple knew it. That didn’t lessen the gap of power between them, but Brian mellowed in comparison to his fellows. Keeping a tightly run ship to maintain his position, so long as nothing went awry, he ended up fairly lax in his duties.


“See that you do not. Whatever you scheme, leave the one called Iyessi alone. I’ll not have you subverting my authority.”


“I respect the sanctity of a Disciple’s orders. It’s not as though I’m here to help them.”


“Enough with your mindless acquiescence, I’m done with you.” Exasperated, Brian sighed and rolled his eyes.


Dezzro came almost daily, and Brian personally caught him sneaking about at least once a week.  Compared to his fellow Disciples who proudly believed they woould soon advance to Clerics, and the lowly elves that needed kept in line, the trespassing lumberjack made for good company and a change of pace, even if he did only berate him. It wasn’t as if Dezzro could actual undermine the power of the Church.


Separating from the Disciple, Dezzro felt nothing about his apathy. Though he pursued power in life, the choices of others did not matter to him, except in relation to his own advancement. If Brian felt content with his meagre station, then so be it. There would only be fewer obstacles in Dezzro’s way.


Needing to last several years before the cycle shifted, tents were lined up in a regular fashion with less than a foot between the sides. Though the repetitive nature was much more difficult to navigate than an organic mess at first, finding the location no longer troubled him—though the elven conspirators seemed befuddled by order in perpetuity.


Entering a nondescript canvas shelter in a random row and column, with little fanfare he stepped atop the wooden base that elevated the semi-permanent shelter. A congregation of thin, reddish-pink figures looked at him in silence. Their pointed ears extended to the length of a hand and doubtless picked up on his approach long before reaching them.


Angular faces wrinkled with downturned mouths, not bothering to conceal their dislike of the human. Barely they managed to contain their malice and keep from outwardly directing it towards him in action. After all, while he may not have been a unique necessity, his power far surpassed that of the elves. Dezzro of course did not care what their opinion of him was.


“≈Good evening, Agent of Niukuk. May the Moons watch over the Forest together.≈”


“≈And the sun looks over the trees alone.≈” Flipping his tongue about, Dezzro responded with a phrase in elvish. He found it foolish, but they would not proceed otherwise. The Church needed no deception to deal with such a minor rebellion. Such a plot might be allowed to continue just to get more work out of the elves before they were executed. Dezzro felt confident that such was not the case from observing Brian and the other Disciples though. He was not risking his life for the cause, there were rewards to be had.


“Where is Aeshun? Waiting around like this is a waste of time.”


“≈His name is Aelun; have patience Ukinoh.≈” Sahlee retorted with youthful virtiol. Dezzro knew there would be no point chastising him. For all their self-aggrandizing claims of peace and wisdom, they were really just stubborn like the stump of an old tree. Sometimes you kick at the stump not because you expect it to move, but merely to vent your frustration towards it.


It only took a moment to draw up the power required. Niukuk was Lord of the FOrest, representing strength and the hunt—straightforward and to the point. Not only was raw power his domain, but Dezzro did not intend to harm Sahlee seriously, and only planned a warning for the elf to remember his place.


The power bestowed by Niukuk grew within his soul, a thorny plant tearing away at his insides. Tendrils sucked energy from the surroundings, and pieces of himself were ripped by the psychic thorns. At first he thought that it was a matter of course and an inescapable reality of the power that pain was necessary. With time and familiarity, Dezzro realized that wasn’t the case; power did not need to come from his own body, it could even be stopped, and theoretically—reversed.


Doing so was not worth the effort for such a small price, and Dezzro deduced that the fact yhe was fed on was actually what Niukuk gained from the pact between them. So to make sure that their partnership continued, Dezzro made allowances.


After gathering the energy came the true release. Currently unable to do so on his own, Dezzro manipulated the thorns in his soul as a proxy to fine tune the ability. The multitude of stems each carried a will shared amongst its thorns, coming together where they were truly rooted to his spirit. By pushing his own desire upon one, the vine would alter before the thorns released their accumulated power.  In this moment, the stem that sucked away the essence of his soul represented the movement of the beast, specifically branching off into a smaller vine that affected the wind. Making the ability harmful would require a great deal of energy from his body, but that was not his goal in this instance.


A fist-sized sphere of air appeared in front of him, with minor turbulences extending a foot from the center, compressing in under a second. Carrying a few minor particulates from the gritty surroundings, it hurled into Sahlee’s neck. Nonthreatening, and in cramped quarters with no room to dodge, the elf dismissed it, turning up his nose and closing his eyes to keep dust from entering them. However, as the projectile weakly collided with his exposed neck and ruffles his tunic, Sahlee yelped.


“Keep it down, Lahlee.” Dezzro did not smirk, but definitely felt content. The elves which lived in the thick and overgrown depths of the forest rarely ventured under the sun before their subjugation. Apparently other tribes went out into the sun more frequently and tolerated it better, but the ivory skinned tribe of this copse sunburned easily. They liked to act above it all, but for young ones like Sahlee, breaking their composure was easy.


“≈Sahlee, mind your tongue. This is what it means to be an Agent of Niukuk. All wrongs have a punishment, but after which, it is as if they never were. Do not mock him.≈ “ One of the older elves surprisingly interjected on Dezzro’s behalf. Though definitely reading too much into his actions, one of the reasons Dezzro had been able to make a pact was due to his compatibility with the great spirit.


If he had the power, he called it as he saw it, and dealt with things as they came. The past has no bearing on the future, only the now does. Perhaps he was more similar to his benefactor than he first thought.


Waiting in cramped quarters another minute or two, Dezzro noticed the ears of a few elves twitch as they waited. Seconds passed, and the lumberjack caught  Sahlee smirking in anticipation.


“Kuk!” Hunched over, an exceptionally tall elf with mossy-brown hair let out a shout, jumping inside. With an unamused look, Dezzro adjusted his folded arms. 


“You better not have delayed me for mere games Aeshun.” The two narrowed their eyes at each other.


“You wound me. I was making sure everyone was alert and ready.” Aelun let out a tiny sigh before continuing, clearly lying before turning serious. “≈We must be vigilant with every move, making not a single mistake, for doing so will cost us our only chance at freedom!≈”


“Yet you recruited me.” What a joke. The bastion of levity named Aelun was free like the wind. Whimsy was the real reason he suspected the elf recruited him.


Unlike other denizens of the forest, the Ancestral Line of Aelun was much more liberal in their requirements. Due to this, the Ancestors passed to almost every generation. Even those who would never use the power took it up due to the nonexistent restrictions. Even if it was only the smallest bit, the Ancestral Line of Aelun slowly and steadily grew in power, limited only by their infrequent births.


Extinction was not a true threat to the line, even if there were two other inheritors at most presently. If he so wished, Aelun would at least be able to escape the aftermath alone. With his power and it’s lack of dependencies, he could more easily afford to take risks, stepping on uncertain ground trying to move forward.


The irony of him preaching caution was not lost on Dezzro.


Still, Aelun had been correct in assessing him to be mercenary; there no doubt had been a risk, but Aelun evaluated him correctly, gaining soon to be empowered Dezzro’s aid.


“≈Winter is coming, as you know; while we have long used those frozen hours to train, the time has come to begin making use of our longstanding preparations. The last major rainfall is predicted to come long before the first snow. Due to this, Felman plans to send the caravan to the capital early. Along with several other contingencies we have set in place, we should be able to avoid the eye of the Grand Cathedral for long enough to entrench ourselves in the region.≈” With a grin, Aelun fell into a hushed and rushed speech in elvish. Dezzro could not keep up with the fluid and accelerating pace overall, but he could catch all of what related to him.


Years of preparation were about to pay off for the long ears. Aelun kept some parts of his speech vague, but the lumberjack knew it was not due to restraint over his presence. Much as he accepted a spirit’s power to make up for his poor compatibility with the flow of life, Aelun likely sought the aid of forces similarly disdained by elves. 


Though curious, Dezzro would not push the matter. Soon enough, the elves would revolt, and he would get his bonus. From there, he would cut ties while ahead of the game.


No point sticking around for when the rest of the Chapter descended on them.

            

    
        Chapter 91:Crossing the Rubicon

    
    
    
    
                Pan stared up at the cloudless sky, trying to remain composed; a terrible day for rain indeed. As curious as I was for what their parting words to each other would be, I managed to restrain myself. There was a time when I thought the curse of knowledge didn’t apply to me, however it seemed my judgement took a turn for the worse after arriving in Derriad. Not wanting to accidentally reveal my eavesdropping had been a pragmatic enough reason to step away, although in the end I would just make assumptions with prior knowledge.


Well, I needed to try kicking those habits. Indiscretions and letting loose were good and all, but the journey proper was about to start. Tagalong Girl should have an admirable role model, and punch clock heroes weren’t exactly what I had in mind.


Sitting among my stones, I thought back over the many weeks I spent there. At least, I made an attempt to reflect. I had a great time in the starter village and would truly be sad to see it go. Yet for all my prior ditherings musing about the time I had, now that the time to depart arrived, I couldn’t properly concentrate on giving thanks.


The little place was the smallest of the small. An incomprehensibly large world waited out there. More than the need to reminisce about the past that made me happy, I looked forward to the infinite future. Dazedly, I stared out over the stream and those who walked along the long banks. Perhaps looking at me one might think I really was reminiscing, but my mind was elsewhere. Approximately one kilometer north, actually.


Desperately working to control my minnies to their fullest extent, even getting the vaguest gist of a task that far out was trying. While I could leave a standing order to remain a point relative to my position, that left no room for reactivity. What if the shadows ran into an opponent or rough terrain? I already couldn’t receive feedback, being able to deliver orders with finesse based on my own intuition was the only way to deal situations as they arose.That alone wouldn’t cover as much as I needed, but as it was all I had currently, it would be pushed to its limits.


The spiritual connection between myself and the undead diminished with distance, and mentally relaying commands—without even a facade of common sense—contained a directional component as well. Meaning I slowly turned while sitting atop the rocks to evenly develop the power. Oh, and the time it took to increase a certain ‘band’ of ability seemed to rise exponentially. Luckily, my ability to mentally cover an area increased at a slightly lower exponential curve, so it evened out, only confusing me as to why that happened.


Excitably preparing to set off, the villagers began reeling in their last few catches before shifting to their shady afternoon spots. Even if the weather had cooled down, it had yet to reach the point that would affect the daily routine. In my head I waved goodbye to Ralph, who was already a speck in the distance before moving further downstream.


The tales of OGP will be missed, and provide great reference to life as an adventurer. 


Some still experiencing fatigue from the day before, the children were mostly found broken down into their various possies and playing near the brook. Keeping a few feet back from the actual ledge, I realized that they were taking proper precaution against the serpent eels.


Rion and Ronnie would probably still be in the village when we returned, so I looked forward to seeing those two grown up one day.


“*So long, farewell, auf wiedersehen at noon; I’m glad to go, but I will come back soon.*” Beginning to sing softly top myself, I skipped on over to the dilapidated house that I made mine. Making sure to clear out anything too dangerous, I felt a bit sad that not everything would fit in Inventory. The light malaise reminded me to pick up the winter gear that Pan arranged for us, so I quickly headed over to the storehouse.


After easily locating the two large bags designated for our use, I smacked my head with a thwack. Of course I needed to dump a few things out of Inventory now before being able to fit them in.


As a spontaneous traveler good at eking out what I needed after forgetting it, my meticulous packing usually felt much more difficult than it ought—probably creating a vicious cycle. I tried imagining it as Tagalong Girl and Ria’s character creation moment, which was when I happened to be most thorough with planning out supplies.


Trying to get a hold of all the things throughout my Inventory, there was an almost inconceivable amount of bone bloat, however removing any category would result in an inexplicable mountain. Technically it wouldn’t be inexplicable, but I sure didn’t want anybody explicitating it to the Church.


Instead, amongst various gewgaws, I simply removed and wore my haramaki. It made me feel quite hot, especially around the center, but it was an easily tolerated inconvenience. 


Now having an open slot, I heaved one of the packs into my extradimensional storage.


Success! Inventory decided not to be a pain for once!


Even so, I had my suspicions that the exploit had limitations. Removing the sword that belonged to the Poran, after trying to stuff the second bag into my Inventory I had confirmation.


Despite being close in build, the two did not stack. I thought perhaps if their contents were more similar then they might only occupy a single slot, but I was already wasting too much time having forgotten them.


Doubling back to pick up Ria for real, I double checked our necessities list. For food we had fish and chikans. So many chikans. Chikans for days. Maybe even a few months. More variety would be good, but we were solid on that front. Water looked a bit more challenging, but the area wasn’t exactly arid. Streams cropped frequently, and magic could be used to purify it. There was also the chance precipitation would be sufficient, given it was the rainy season.


Bringing me to consider shelter. What I considered to be one of the least important needs, I doubted Tagalong Girl and Ria shared my opinion. There were plenty of clothes and blankets to keep warm in dry conditions. When it began to rain or snow, things would be different. The village lacked even a large piece of canvas to pilfer for use as a tarp. There wasn’t much reason for them to randomly have a large piece of canvas, so it didn’t frustrate me.


It seemed our first goal as a team would be acquiring a tent.


At least it wasn’t rat tails.


Ria and Tagalong Girl could probably hold out until then, especially with the assistance of magic. It also happened to be a good excuse to cut through the forest, so I didn’t have to worry about the road suddenly peeling away to reveal a spectral horde.


Hygenie could be taken care of by the Great and Powerful Lord <Prestidigitation>, <Flare> could light campfires, clothes could be cleaned by Lord <Prestidigitation>, <Mount> took care of actual transportation, Lord <Prestidigitation> would help spice up our meals...well that fell under the regular sustenance category, but credit where credit is due—Lord <Prestidigitation> makes the lives of adventurers a thousand times easier. It’s actually quite the clever way to have a large array of immersion building tasks while making sure they don’t become too pesky and time consuming.


Unable to identify any more problems that could be solved with Salt Village’s available resources, it was finally time to head to the forest and wait for Tagalong Girl. Activating all my senses for a comprehensive analysis of the surroundings, I searched for those nearby. There was a slight problem being unable to figure out anything other than their position—I couldn’t tell what way they were looking or planned to go, it was radar, not mind reading. Since I wasn’t a suspicious character, I had some leeway in being seen, especially at a distance; I just needed to make sure I timed my exit right so that any villagers that spotted me wouldn’t be able to make out Ria.


Wanting to get to the position before Tagalong Girl, I should have considered we were using the same time frame as our opportunity to meet up. Perhaps if I hurried I would get there early, but if I didn’t, well, so it goes.


Rolling Ria into a burrito inside her cover to keep her limbs from dangling about,Waiting for the right moment, several villagers headed inside. Letting a second pass to see if they doubled back for something they forgot, I then rushed on out. Carried in front of me to block view of her with my back, Ria also felt quite light so I could make haste. However the occasional jostle seemed to begin stirring her from her slumber.


After being knocked out when the mana fed to her expired, there was a tendency to continue sleeping for some time. Sleeping for an hour or two since talking with Pan, she was on the verge of waking up naturally. It wouldn’t be as energetic as when powered by mana, but if Ria woke up, she would probably be able to make a scene. Picking up the pace as gently as I could, we smoothly sprinted into the forest.


Reaching the trees, slumber lass seemed content to remain unconscious for a short while longer—the broad trees making for a good place to prop her up. Stabilizing her with one of the packs, I then summoned <Mount> and <Conjurer of Cheap Tricks> for good measure. Quickly taking a seat, Tagalong Girl’s mana field was en route. Just enough time for me to settle in and look as though I’d been waiting on her. 


Her arrival came later than expected under the burden of an unwieldy roll of clothes. They weren’t so numerous as to be heavy, even relatively speaking, but her small arms were unable to easily encompass the mass of cloth. After she got a bit closer, two <Mage Hand>s helped grab the edges of the disordered bundle.


“Good to see you here *Tagalong Girl*. Why don’t you go look over Ria while I repackage all of this? You brought quite a mess with you.” For some reason I thought Tagalong Girl would have had the presence of mind to properly bundle up her things. Well, it wouldn’t be too troublesome.


“What do you mean by look over her?” She hesitantly stepped forward after being relieved of the clothes.


“You know, make sure she doesn’t fall over and knock her noggin. If she wakes up, let her know she hasn’t been left in the wilderness. Nothing major, just keep her from panicking, that’s all.” Shrugging, I began packing Tagalong Girl’s clothes into the other backpack. I didn’t really know how I wanted her to interpret the last task either. Primarily, it would be good if she interacted with Ria more and got comfortable around her.


Not rushing with my task, I watched the two of them out of the corner of my eye. The younger girl cautiously stepped towards the older, pausing about a meter away. At a loss as to what to do, she looked towards me, but I already averted my gaze. Looking back up to Tagalong Girl after a moment, she currently sat, predicting my putzing about would take too long to warrant standing. In an askew, cross-legged position, she wore a complicated expression with her muscles taut, ready to spring up at any time.


Curious to see how long she would remain on guard, her attention focused solely on Ria. Instead of alerting her to the completion of my task, I simply moved on to further gauge the steed provided by mount. Lacking the proper material for a saddle, a chance to macgyver something up still remained. The most important point of order for the saddle was to keep Ria on without my presence.


After a bit of thinking, I came up with a few clever ideas, but lacked the necessary materials as predicted. So to burn time and get Tagalong Girl to sit by Ria a little longer I took out a length of cord and began measuring the horse’s flanks, hopping around its sides pretending to work.


Dithering about, Tagalong Girl shifted into a more relaxed position. Unable to remain physically ready for a long period, her eyes still locked on to Ria. Letting out a sigh, the fact only a meter separated them counted as kiddy steps of progress.


“Alright, that’s enough of that. We’ll actually head out now.” Though standing up energetically in response, Tagalong Girl did not say anything in response. “No ‘hip hip hooray’ or *the time is now*? Well, I suppose you never really knew what you were doing and don’t know what to anticipate.” Prodding her a bit, her lips twitched at the jibe. I wanted her to recognize she could express herself freely; for the moment being amused at childish pride was all I got.


Throwing the packs back into Inventory, Ria began to stir as I placed her atop the horse. Beckoning to Tagalong Girl, hesitancy appeared. Of course it wasn’t from suddenly deciding the village was her home, or she truly cared for Rion, or coming to terms with the fact adventuring life might not be for her.


“We’re both riding?” Tagalong Girl nervously looked towards Ria, but still came forward. I wondered whether it was obedience or trust that encouraged her.


“All three of us actually. This is a magical *equine*, made manifest from mana, not a mere mortal mare.” Taking another look at the slightly ethereal horse, as a magical construct I wasn’t sure if it actually had a gender, but I felt proud of myself anyway. Tagalong Girl didn’t understand my glee, considering the phrase wasn’t alliterative in Derrish, but I thought it was fun and that was enough of a reason to say such a silly sentence. “Remember, even if you are only traveling for the sake of it, there’s no point in being needlessly slow.” 


Picking her up, I placed her near the rear of the horse between hopping in between the two. Hopefully Tagalong Girl would become more comfortable around Ria, and after learning to ride, I could just walk alongside them. The lone stranger coming into town atop a steed, shrouded by a fluttering cape presented a cool image—being in the middle seat was much less so.


“It can definitely carry three people, but as you and Ria aren’t familiar, let’s start off taking it easy. Work on balancing and following the rhythm.”


Trotting through the forest, I steered us close to the edges, but still well within the tree line. Moving in an erratic and wavy pattern, we brushed past trunks while adjusting how to handle the horse during turns. Naturally expectations had to be lowered, much like Tagalong Girl and her bundle of clothes, even if <Mount> could easily carry our weight, under three pairs of legs it had trouble adjusting its direction.


Which may have been for the better—despite gently winding among the trunks at a calm pace, Tagalong Girl found herself slipping side to side frequently. She lacked balance...her inner muscles were weak.


I put undulation on our training regime.


I may have technically been a hobo, but I wasn’t about to kick her off the horse and force her to start training before we even left. Besides, it wasn’t like I had no emotions. No need to wholeheartedly devote ourselves to such mediocre roles.


“Hold on to me if you start to slip while turning. You can try to do things yourself, but it will be more of a pain if you fall off. I’ve got my own hands full keeping Ria on.” I could always cast <Mage Hand> as an emergency measure, but that only had a fraction of my strength and only manifested as a hand. Breaking a fall like that might just end up delivering a palm strike, which would not be helpful.


Without a saddle, keeping Ria balanced did occupy most of my body. Rolling with the horse was the easiest way to stay on without any aids, and she couldn’t exactly do that. Leaving her to just jostle about would leave sores over the course of the journey as well. Inspired by hiking backpacks, I used my arms as a hip and chest strap—basically just carrying her while on the horse.


Normally this shouldn’t have been the best solution to the problem, but given my ridiculous strength, endurance, and the discrepancy between our sizes, it managed to work. Even if something wouldn’t be successful in most cases, that’s no reason not to think of it when it will. Novel ideas may only have niche uses, but they fill them rather well. The task may have occupied me, but it resulted in the three of us traveled in comfort, much like how one traveled on an old airplane. Too close to others, but moderately at ease for the speed.


After a bit of calibration with our travel settings, we finally stopped meandering about and set our sights on leaving. Ceasing to dither, we headed northeast through the woods. Time to cross the stream.


Rushing water overcame the rustling of wind and faint bird calls. I could feel Tagalong Girl shifting behind me, looking around.


“We haven’t gone anywhere yet, have we?” A complaint accidentally escaped.


“The stream bends east upstream.” Mostly I wanted us to get used to riding the horse before actually setting off. No reason in particular why I wanted that, maybe because it was reminiscent of a tutorial before the actual game began. 


As the stream was several meters wide, jumping over it with all three of us on <Mount> would be fairly dangerous. We’d have to get off and back on, so it seemed like a good division point for when our journey would actually start. Here we would cross the Rubicon.


“I’ll get off first. Stay on and practice your balance a bit before dismounting.” Waiting for Tagalong Girl to prepare herself, I then hopped off. Even with Ria, doing so had all the difficulty of getting off a scooter. For Tagalong Girl’s short stature, it was more like leaping off a fleshy cliff. Gently setting Ria down, I waited.


Slightly biting her lip, She planned more than feared. Planning is good, even if it can take too long, so I didn’t rush her. Eventually, Tagalong Girl chose the safe route, lying down on her stomach before sliding off. A good show for someone who’d never ridden a horse before, if unexciting. Well, we could do that part in a moment.


“How are we crossing? It looks dangerous here.”


True, serpent eels aside, other than the ford in the village, the meander got quite deep in many places. Stepping stones were usually the result of human activity—only solitary mossy stone struggled to peek above the water’s flow.


“Oh, we’ll just step over.” Grinning, I whistled, signalling <Mount> to shuffle back before running up to the edge and leaping across. “Like that.”


“...” To my joy, Tagalong Girl seemed to manage to respond with complete silence. 


“Well come on then. Would you like to be carried in my arms or on my back?” Stunned for a moment, she gave me a disbelieving look, which I could only return a smile to. Reluctantly, she moved behind me and I knelt down for her to climb on. Moving back a couple steps, I hiked her up a bit before starting. “Keep your teeth together, and have a tight grip on my neck. Just be sure to let go when we’ve landed.” Her arms tightened, but fatigue could take over breathing for a while. With a short running start, I sprinted forwards and leapt high over the rippling waters. Tagalong Girl tensed up from takeoff, but either had the presence of mind, or was too scared to open her mouth to shout.


Possibly due to <Conjurer of Cheap Tricks> I ended up landing in a spinning flourish without twisting anything. Excellent. Less so was the fact that Tagalong Girl latched on by that point, and I gently pried her off. Her heart was beating quickly, but the way I she could be set down and tried to regain her breath showed she was only unsettled instead of in shock. Patting her on the back as I made sure she wasn’t having a panic attack, I quickly turned back to the river; Ria was just chilling on the other side.

With a hop skip and jump, crossing, picking up, and hopping back over again, the weight hardly slowed me down at all. Though it may have been easy, despite my graceful leaps, it was not the gentlest way to travel.


“Wh-what?” Her words and actions dampened and slurred, Ria woke a few moments after landing, weakly starting to look around.


What timing.


“Alea iacta est.”

            

    
        Chapter 92: A Smooth Start Setting Out

    
    
    
    
                “So tha’s why he was talking like that ‘nthe morning…” Ria started to comprehend her situation, at least through her own worldview. “I’ve been sent off who knows where, witha swindlin’ gut who knows what’ll do and now he’s dragged me alone in the forest—” 


“Au contraire, Mahatma!” I happily interjected. Truly I did feel sympathy for Ria; it may not have been the usual reaction, even if the call had rudely barged in, but this sort of rough start made her malaise understandable. Her dislike for me could have been tempered a little more with the facts of the matter, but I wouldn’t hold it against her.


Because although she spoke, it was the talk of a delirious meat jelly, unending and grating. Letting Ria express herself probably felt therapeutic, but when I could, I tried to keep her from spamming chat with slanderous words.


“*Tagalong Girl* expressed her own desire for adventure! Now I realize that you may think that to be an irresponsible decision as well; however, consider this! We have a clear objective—this is a good way to teach her the basics of traveling life without getting off track. She can also serve as an alternative companion considering your *frankly unreasonable* dislike of me. Rest assured that neither of you will be facing any danger under my watch.” Admittedly I would be able to give the meat jelly a run for its money with my own ramblings on occasion. My words weren’t exactly intended to accomplish the impossible task of calming her complaints, just tripping them up for a moment.


“Waita, wait a minute; you actually brought’er? Whya-creep—draggin’ us to brainwash us an’ do whatever you want…”


“Please, do your best to convey a coherent thought when lodging a complaint and I will do my best to address it.” Ria continued to murmur about, flailing about with movements to weak to call thrashing. Instead her limbs jittered about as if they’d forgotten how to move, rapidly depleting the scant amount of energy she could call upon.


As non-threatening and impotent as it looked, Ria’s erratic motions worried Tagalong Girl, who remained some distance away.


“Come now, there’s no need to worry about her, she’s no strength to do anything. Besides, this is still Ria, she wouldn’t harbor any intent to harm you.”


“How would you know? This doesn’t seem like something you have knowledge about. She could be in the process of transforming into something else.” Tagalong Girl’s breathing started to become uneasily measured—I wanted to rub my temples over everyone getting worked up over non-issues. However, as the adult, I put my exasperation aside and attempted to mediate.


Setting Ria down, who quickly lost steam, I supported her with <Mage Hand> and went over to Tagalong Girl. Disparagements of my character aside, there didn’t seem to be anything that suggested Ria was no longer herself, and I wondered why the situation would have Tagalong Girl so worried. Sitting down cross-legged by her side, I slightly hunched over. I didn’t want to be imposing, but my height wasn’t exactly adjustable. Worried eyes flickered between myself and Ria, their tiny owner unsure of her companion and wishing I would change my mind.


“Alright little one, if this is going to be a problem, tell me about it. Why are you so worried about Ria? Go on, whatever you’re thinking, just tell me.”


“There are clearly signs of demonic power in her. Even if it can be cured in the future, it poses a danger now. I thought you would realize this and give up sooner.” What a flinty glare she gave to Ria, how cold. It looked to be a situation where she lacked an ounce of childishness, which slightly worried me.


“Why would you be in danger? Look, at the very least there’s nothing that can happen right now. I’m around, so there’s nothing to worry about. I’ll teach you how to stay safe on your own as we go.”


“What if she can’t be cured? This is dangerous, and needlessly well-meaning.”


“If you have an aversion to danger, you’ll never accomplish anything grand. If that’s the case it would be better to just sit in a village. Life is precious, but don’t let it fritter away. I have respect for those who have lived a full life.” It felt like others were more receptive to my ideas so long as I didn’t use my own words. Tagalong Girl looked thoughtful and glanced uncomfortably from me to Ria.


Turning her gaze downwards in introspection, after a while she looked up, startled that I was still sitting there.


“Okay.”


J-just ‘okay’? That’s how we’re resolving this for now? Aye-ya-yai, even if you are a child, and this is a nice way to wrap things up, that seems inappropriately brief, does it not? At the very least give me a small monologue to explain why you have conceded!


With that settling into its temporary conclusion, while chatting with the little one, Ria expended the rest of her energy and returned to her slumber. Her rant alone took the little amount of energy she managed to store up and waste it all away. Being able to act at all without having been supplied mana was still quite an improvement over her original state, but mostly I felt thankful at the return of peace and quiet. Time to get back in the saddle, I helped Tagalong Girl up, carried Ria, and we all piled on the back of <Mount>.


Moving at a moderate pace so we all got used to the odd positioning, the forest passed by leisurely, the ground softly responding under the strike of the hoofbeats. Turning to the right and slightly back, if I strained my eyes, slivers of images could be made out of Salt Village and the surroundings. But quickly it became unrecognizable.


I realized it quite a while ago, but it really began sinking in how little of the world I actually explored thus far. Glaucen and Salt Village were the only settlements I had visited(with the exception of playing merchant that one morning). Unreliable narration also permeated the land, lacking a literate populace and tolerant government, this was an inevitable emergent property of the land. Despite the time settling and getting a feel for the theme of the world, all was still new and unknown. Familiarizing myself with my skills—character creation as it were—finally finished and the adventure started.  


“So what do you know of the wilds?” Several hours of trotting along in silence passed, and while one can’t be expected to hold a conversation for the entirety of a long trip, we were just setting off. My knowledge came primarily from Ralph and Castor, while I planned to share with Tagalong Girl, I also held hope that she might know of something that I did not.


“Only what has been told to me. I have no personal experience traveling.”


“That was a rhetorical question. It was meant to get you talking.” I rolled my eyes, catching sight of a strange grey bird with ragged feathers and a scaly beak. “There, what’s that bird?”


“It’s just a bird, isn’t it?”


Th-this backwards place...of course why would a bunch of peasants go around classifying fauna? If it didn’t help or hurt, why bother with it? Still, not having colloquial classifications of creatures made me feel exasperated. Did I have to forge all my tools alone? Am I the first giant?


“Alright, we’ll skip that one and talk about some of the more relevant creatures. Name some of the things that would pose a danger to travelers near the woods.” Picking myself up and moving on, I decided to start quizzing her on common creatures. That would present a simple springboard for us.


“Wolves, goblins, snakes, poisonous insects, reeters, tigers, boars, and kiilef; though I’ve never seen any of them. Castor never mentioned encountering them, so I took it they are rarely seen on the road.” SMH—oops, it seemed she noticed. “They weren’t a major issue. I thought supplies would be more important to focus on.” She grumbled indignantly.


“*Yet you couldn’t figure that one out either.*” I couldn’t help but quip back, a bit miffed at the lack of education.


Well, if anything too powerful existed, the sustainable level of civilization would be lower than it already was. I deduced that the dangers of the current zone were low enough to be risked even by an unguarded merchant.


Then again, we did not travel by road. Instead, we blazed directly east, the reasons for going straight through the forest were two-fold—Ria was not the most inconspicuous, and the disguise she wore could only be paper thin if it was to hold up on horseback. The second being our group as a whole didn’t make much sense. Without luggage, sitting three to a horse, with one ill, and another still a child. Even if altruism fit Tiaism, our party grabbed attention like uncited claims on the internet drew skeptics. Until we scavenged up better accommodations and a disguise, we would stick to the forest.


The ease with which minnies could be kept out of sight just happened to be a side benefit.


With the grave shadows circling around us, they would at least slightly help with keeping undesirable encounters at bay. Not that their absence would have had much of an effect, my own strength felt sufficient for most encounters expected from the woods.Even so, as night fell I recalled Ralph and Castor’s stories and began feeling slightly uneasy.


Those beasts typically regarded as ‘most dangerous’ were not what I worried about, bear and tiger analogs and whatever other large carnivores could be occupied and beaten down. Pack hunters only reached the level of wargs which I had no trouble with, and intercepting a speed based creature would only take a touch of mana and stamina.


Things that lurked and watched in wait, preparing to launch an ambush, or came in numbers would be the greatest threat.


Outmatching monsters in combat came easily, and magic only furthered the divide. Yet I still slept, even if I did so less frequently than most beings of the world. Tagalong Girl lacked practice in keeping watch, nor did she possess the capability to fend off an attack. On top of that, she was still young and needed to sleep. The slothful Ria need not even be mentioned.


That would not always be the case though. I hoped as a native of the world Tagalong Girl would know at least something of the dangers. Other than the names it seemed I needed to teach her; an educational game of telephone, from OGP to Ralph to me to her. 


Before setting out I naturally tried directing conversation to try and gain more insight into the encounter tables of Derriad. I may not have been completely certain with many of the facts, not having witnessed them for myself, but compiled with my current knowledge of the world, I had at least some confidence. So I spent the rest of the day lecturing Tagalong Girl of what I knew about the forest and its denizens.


The first thing I went over with her was about the strangest of my worries, the kiilef. Almost absurd, it was the least recognizable creature to me, so I had inquired more deeply about it. A juxtaposition of unassuming and lethal, calling it the killer rabbit of Derriad is the best way to convey it. 


I only ever heard kiilef described, but despite how much Castor played up their viciousness, I could still discern what they looked like.


A long, furry body about a foot in length, with an elongated neck, beady eyes and tiny limbs.


So, in Earth terms, a weasel.


One might be aware that weasels already acted aggressively, related to wolverines and even more closely to the Honey Badger. Even so, on Earth they would stick to attacking and eating something only a few times their size.


Not in Derriad though, why settle for something only two or three times larger than themselves? Hunting in packs like a swarm of land-borne piranhas, they latched on to their meal, devouring it alive. Usually kiilef wouldn’t began feasting right away, after digging in with their teeth and claws they would wait for their victim to bleed out before gorging themselves. Castor told tales of times caravans suffered an attack by groups that strayed from the forest; once the kiilef latched on to a creature, there was nothing to be done. Death didn’t come quickly, but bites removing several chunks of flesh in the middle of nowhere meant there would be no way to save them.


The furry balls of death allegedly preferred larger targets that had more trouble removing them, however that instinctual velleity wasn’t enough to put me at ease. We needed to play it safe and prepare for the worst. Making sure no swarm got the drop on us would be the most effective way of doing so.


“Forward left, upper branches.” Tagalong Girl relayed as slight noises rustled the branches,


“Mmn, good catch.” It may have only been a rough approximation, but I used <Mage Hand> to create disturbances at random points during our lessons. Hoping to develop a subconscious attentiveness, any extra help her ears could offer would be acceptable. In all honesty, even I felt a bit skeptical of the results, but that was all I had come up with that could be done while lecturing her at the same time.


However, other than teaching Tagalong Girl about predators of the forest, and the occasional jolt when the horse misstepped causing Ria to slightly slip from my grasp, nothing happened. I really was too used to adventures being distilled down into a series of encounters every few miles while traveling. There’s a balance to be struck between visible progression and the slow route that immerses you.


Personally, the carefully manufactured balance present in MMOs and linear narratives is one of the reasons I found them so captivating. This is likely what separated myself and many others from those who didn’t spend as much time in constructed worlds, and it seemed Derriad was much the same as Earth in that regard.


Not encountering danger at every turn may be seen as a blessing, but acclimating Tagalong Girl to stressful situations was important. If we journeyed unimpeded until a truly dangerous obstruction appeared, shock would be the only result.


The soft sounds of nature were all that accompanied us though. Strange birds chirped peacefully, and shapes refused to move threateningly within the shadows. Under the gentle shade of the canopy, we continued through the richly colored forest for the remainder of the day.


When the sun began to set, with <Light> I figured we could proceed longer. Castor typically only traveled about seven hours a day—while Ruffles may have been reliable, those two were also rather leisurely in their travels. Since <Mount> produced a constructed summon, nine hours seemed more appropriate for beginners. I wouldn’t immediately push us for 15 hours a day.


Yet even if we started out around noon, Tagalong Girl’s shifting behind me put a stop to that delusion taking place in the near future.


At first I ignored it, readjusting was normal on long trips, and we’d not even matched Castor’s lazy pace. Then continuing on, her movements did not cease, so I decided I would at least wait for Tagalong Girl to speak up for herself. However in close quarters, her shuffling about only served to irritate me as well. Tolerating it for a while, in exasperation I spoke up first.


“You don’t need to remain quiet if there’s something you want to say. We’re going to be together for a while, so speak up if you need to.” As much as the position of party leader clearly belonged to me, I wanted some of the control spread out among us. Well, it was still only the first day out, so hope remained to rebalance our responsibilities.


“I just need a break before continuing.”


“If you’re sore, say so.” Sighing inwardly, I dismounted with Ria in my arms. “We’ll break for the night here. That will give some extra time to teach you how things are done.” Not that there was a large amount to do considering our lack of a tent, and Inventory made bear bags unnecessary. Despite being focused on constructed narratives, I was familiar with the outdoors, even if we lacked the supplies to carry out many camping rituals. Roughing it boiled down to slightly clear the area and start a fire. The detritus of the forest floor happened to be mostly dry, which served as excellent tinder.


<Flare> could have started the fire, but instead I coached Tagalong Girl in how to use a flint and steel. While young, she wasn’t totally ignorant of how to do so, never having seen a lighter before, and couldn’t escape the necessity of such a basic skill even in Salt Village. Luckily she was unaware of the different builds, and taught her the usages of each.


Fueled with wood from my Inventory, we enjoyed a modestly sized tipi fire. Again I went over the methods of chikan preparation with her, bringing out two and leading by example. Drolly resolute through the process, a slip of her unpracticed hand ended up with a piece of offal sticking to her face. Chuckling at her comically serious expression, <Prestidigitation> quickly swept things up, followed by <Disperse Smell>. Looking over to me, she furrowed her eyebrows—my amusement did not amuse her.


After roasting our dinner on a spit, we sat down to feast on the distinctly non-fishy meal. Scooting Ria closer to the fire, she woke up with a quick tap to the horns, bolting upright. I presented her with a rough wooden bowl of shredded chikan.


“Eat up.” Quickly taking the bowl from my hands, Ria began stuffing tiny handfuls of food into her mouth without hesitation. A bit over half a minute shouldn’t have been enough to wolf down an entire bowl of chikan, but she made it happen. Despite the resigned look in her eyes, a will to be independent remained. Letting her scarf down food like that may have been a choking hazard, but I couldn’t bring myself to take away that small bit of self sufficiency.


Eating by the firelight keeping strangely quiet, Tagalong Girl bounced her head up and down on the verge of sleep. I planned on trying to have her stay up to learn what to watch out for in the night, but at it’s core that was just the same as being alert while traveling. A brute force test of perception. Practice would help refine the ability, but mostly you just needed to know how to stay alert and not doze off.


Seeing Tagalong Girl would not make it through the night, I gave up on the plan. Removing several of the blankets from the packs, I set some out for her before using a few to tuck Ria in.


“Aye, just nod off little one. I’m not making you stay up late today.”


“No need...to watch?” Failing to suppress an adorable yawn, Tagalong Girl pulled a blanket closer around her.


“You’ve already killed your night vision staring into the fire like that. Rest up well tonight, I can handle keeping watch.” Tagalong Girl wrapped herself up tightly, sitting up for a while longer before finally laying on her side to fall asleep.


Moving the grave shadows closer to form a tighter perimeter, I still wasn’t reassured enough to fall asleep.


Well, whatever. I could just stay awake and deal with anything that disturbed us personally.

            

    
        Chapter 93: Sally Forth

    
    
    
    
                If only something interesting happened those days, I would excitedly regale them to you—alas though every moment may build up to the future, it would sound like naught but filler. For several days we traversed the forest unhindered. A combination of wary pathfinding and the undead present in the distance. Perhaps if I let up on their patrols it would be more likely for us to come across an encounter, but that would be too forced; I didn't want to drive us into danger, it would just be an entertaining diversion. The safety of my companions was paramount and would not be intentionally compromised.


At least before anything of note happened, they settled during our travels, albeit resulting in a less vibrant tone than desired. Instead of adventure it would be more apt to call it a nature hike. The plots and contingencies to let our group remain at peace were simply too effective. 


Lacking in action wasn't all bad of course. Verdant foliage dappled with sunlight accompanied a peaceful journey, and I had plenty of time to teach Tagalong Girl in the ways of the woods. Low-tech civilizations were more in tune with nature than a modern society in general, but they still couldn’t match a mature hobbyist with access to the internet.


My pupil wasn't slow, and only needed to be reminded a few times before fully correcting her habits, but neither did she pick up on the methods quickly. Indeed, between the lapses in her vigilance towards the surroundings and undeveloped form, even a small encounter would have been too much for we to handle. I spent the nights alone, keeping watch while the two slept.


That may have been the first step towards encountering problems. In the new world I spent two days awake to better match my old sleep schedule, but on the sixth day of our journey staying up all night, things started to feel a bit trying.


It may not have been very long objectively, but the dead time felt especially arduous. Tagalong Girl slept lightly, prone to waking up in the night. Blearily shambling out from her covers to relieve herself—a habit I hoped to break until she could manage herself—Clavi and his siblings couldn't come out to play in case she woke. The only magic practiced to its full extent happened to be conducting the motions of the distant grave shadows.


Without being truly linked to their experiences, reading the console instead of a graphical interface, the process did feel much more natural over time. However like gazing out a passenger window, scenery quickly blurred and was put out of mind after leaving the field of vision. Soon I could push my grave shadows to the soft cap with full control, but began paying less attention beyond short term results.


Six days of vague sensory input and a lack of disruption lured me into a state of relative satisfaction. It should have been clear that a few dozen spirits were not enough to patrol an area a kilometer in diameter in a static manner. 


Holding onto Ria, her foggy consciousness decided to lean back onto me, fairly resigned to the situation. My hands tied up making sure she didn't fall, Tagalong Girl’s lectures while riding lacked illustrative gestures.


Which was unfortunate, because the child direly needed extra levity injected into the routine. Though more proactive in accepting the trials of the journey, her adjustment in the new environment left something to be desired. Unsettled, Tagalong Girl sat slightly too far back trying to create more room between us. After the first day she picked up some independence-minded patterns, not all of which were the most utilitarian.


For example, despite trying not to grab onto me for support and reducing contact between us, the way Tagalong Girl positioned her legs meant I had to be more careful about my own lest I disturb her partially precarious position.


My mind, arms, and legs were all occupied, so I could only speak. Luckily even in the forest I could find plenty to teach Tagalong Girl about.


“See that flowering vine over there? It's either a Green Oldhar, or Pannas vine. Either one is edible in case you need to forage, but too much Pannas can lead to dehydration. Like many plants, they are isometric in general level concoctions, but the more ingredients the less true this tends to be. One of the most relevant uses for Pannas is…” Cutting myself off, I noticed the sound of several birds behind us stop chirping. Turning, I activated <Mage Sight> and turned my head, adjusting my grip on Ria.


That slight moment of recognition was enough to break the peace, and I only had a glance before a beast with a bloody aura charged out from behind us.


Breaking through the bushes, as soon as it leapt I took action. Rolling off the horse to one side, I fell while rotating to keep myself between the ground and Ria. As I went over my legs grabbed on to Tagalong Girl and dragged her down with us, using two <Mage Hand>s to steady her fall and stabilize her neck.


Ria’s impact sent me coughing, and loosening the grip of my legs on Tagalong Girl I continued rolling, dropping Ria on the ground after one rotation. It took by a moment, but the beast from the woods already was savaging my poor magical horse.


It took a breath of time to pass, but it takes a while to describe all that I took in about my opponent. About seven feet long, the predator resembled a mottled brown tiger. Generally lithe and feline in shape with a striped coat, and sabres for claws, which rent the flesh of the horse with ease. As exemplified in its surprise attack, it had muscular hind legs built for pouncing.


Though from its current position sinking numerous piercing fangs into the horse, it became apparent that there needed to be steady footing to make use of those muscles. Legs dangling over one side, the Forest Tiger flailed trying to grapple the flank of the horse. A combination of hesitation and rapid reflexes belied confusion—it looked to be a predator that intended to take its prey in one strike. However the average looking horse summoned from <Mount> only happened to be average in Underworld of Armok.


Despite stats not directly existing for my creations or summons, it still had an analogous level of power. Fearfully braying, the steed still bucked under the weight with vigor, heedless of wounds it suffered. Able to hold three humans and proceed as normal, only limited by its rider’s endurance, what should have been a sure kill hit did not bring it down.


While the tiger would soon recover from the strange turn of events, I only needed that small amount of time to make sure Ria and Tagalong Girl were out of the way. After quickly looking over to make sure that they both landed safely, I let out a sigh of relief. To be sure, I quickly glanced about our position, but seeing that the forest tiger came at us alone I didn't need to worry.


Glancing over my target, I noted the mana field did not look very promising. Only about the level of a strong warg, while I could expect some experience it wouldn't be much. It troubled me such a weakling could pose a threat to the party, but at the same time I did feel a measure of happiness.


Idly casting a <Magic Dart>, the impact was damaging, though dampened by the furry hide, so I upgraded my next shot to a <•Magic Dart•>—the corrosive effect aided in penetrating the natural defense. The damage only resulted in a limited patch of bloody hide, but that alone indicated I was a threat that needed to be dealt with. 


Rear legs scrabbling for a more natural position, it prepared to push off the fatally wounded horse, only for me to dismiss <Mount> in a timely manner. Thrown further off balance, it twisted midair trying to right itself before hitting the ground. Expending stamina to dash forward, I caught on to it, unleashing <Chilling Grasp>. 


A layer of hoarfrost quickly condensed, causing a momentary pass of shivers before locking up the muscles in shock. The effect wasn't as openly destructive as that of <Magic Dart> despite having a higher listed damage. However under proper circumstances it exhibited a superior utility.


It is important to remember that I happened to be intimately familiar with the numerics of Underworld of Armok—at least with those related to various classes I played. Most of them are omitted in my retelling of events because while in some instances it may help in understanding my thought process, conflating those numbers with reality would be a disservice to what actually happened. ‘Damage’ in Underworld rendered as something closer to a magical inertia. No matter how high damaging, a <Magic Dart> would be unable to kill someone in Derriad if only striking an arm. 


The abstraction of ‘damage’ didn't exist, but as the power still increased I didn't mind. I just had to adjust my mindset to another style of magic use, which wasn't difficult. <Chilling Grasp> only had marginally higher damage, and lacked in relative structural destruction. However unlike <Magic Dart> which focused on a single point, <Chilling Grasp> spread its effect over an area. 


Though it may not have caused as much damage to the tiger, it was a crippling strike. An attack intended to upset the muscles, the creature shuddered and collapsed to the ground. Attempting to flex its limbs, it could move little more than a few inches with erratic shakes.


“*Threat Eliminated.*” Taking it into a grapple, I flipped the tiger prone, looking for a location to make a clean kill. Shifting it around, the beast was a heavy sucker despite a lithe build. Occasionally applying pressure to keep it incapacitated, I looked back over my shoulder.


Ria sat awkwardly sprawled out along the dirt, attempting to set herself upright but dissociated from the scene. Tagalong Girl crouched back against a tree, watching on with wide eyes and a heaving chest. 


“Hey, no need to worry there, you get used to this sort of stuff. Work on keeping a cool head and rolling higher on initiative in the future, but no shame in backing off in your first ambush.” I tried consoling her independent nature—internal locii of control were good. Besides, I didn't expect a child to react perfectly the first time. Rattling the forest tiger’s skull with a solid kick, I beckoned for her to come over. “Come on, time to apply some knowledge. Show me what you know.”


Through our few days together, I’d gotten used to Tagalong’s momentary hesitations. However she protracted longer than usual. 


“Well, come along then, why don't you? I'm not a member of *PETA* but this guy still alive. Best time to examine it, but shouldn't really drag it out.” It was just an animal, but people might start wiggin’ out if I pulled a Peter. 


“What are we doing?” Tagalong Girl still wavered, but stepped forward.


“Analyzing the muscle structure. Not only will this likely not be the last tiger we encounter, but doing this helps familiarize you with the general case. Now step on up and try guessing where its heart is.”


Still reticent, Tagalong Girl cautiously stepped forward and began to be quizzed on anatomy. Learning vital points an integral part of dealing critical strikes, and so I passed my knowledge down to her. 


Outside my initial moment of panic, I soon felt quite relieved that I took Tagalong Girl along with me. Even if she only accumulated bits and pieces of my knowledge and showed hesitance at times, there was no doubt she still intended to travel despite the hardships. She would have set out without me if I left her behind, and though she may have found some of the tasks unpleasant, Tagalong Girl likely would not have gotten far without my help, or a similarly adept character.


Finishing our anatomical analysis, I displayed my skills at dismantling the tiger. Not all of it could be taken with us, but Tagalong Girl got a good view as to how to extract resources. Again, the little one wore a blank expression, but that was fine.


So long as I kept the two of them safe, all would come in time. We just needed to march steadily onward.

            

    
        Chapter 94: Training from another perspective

    
    
    
    
                Yet another day past, but no matter the trials she went through, Imira did not back down. Unsure whether or not to feel regret, there was only the path forward.


Riding under dark canopy, Imira quickly lost count of the days. Perched on the horse behind Alric, she tried to remain steady without relying on him, and paying attention to his garrulous lessons at the same time.


“So you need to take into account that while you can scavenge more thoroughly during your first pass through an area, this degrades the sustainability. This leads to an interesting situation, one with no right or wrong answer, especially when living the life of a vagabond. Making the decision to overharvest resources benefits you slightly, and will likely not lead to any predicament, but has the chance to affect others who follow in your footsteps negatively. Of course, it’s not even a guarantee that leaving behind roots or the main stalk will benefit someone— any particular instance of the practice actually has a very slim chance of doing so. But those small chances build up over time, particularly when traveling near population centers.”


Alric rattled on, mixing a plethora of subjects seamlessly. Casually touching every possible tangent, while retaining it all would be impossible, Imira gained a more full picture of the central subject.


There was no time for her to dwell on how he knew so much of everything, instead trying to stay focused on both his words and their surroundings. That alone felt overwhelming—as Imira contemplated what was being said, Alric’s ponytail hit her in the face as he swiveled back to engage her further. 


“There is no right or wrong no matter the decision you make. However I am curious as to what you would decide to do.”


“If plants are needed, why leave any behind?” Imira knew—by concept, if not name—that the question was intended as a slippery one borne from the beast called ethics. The wizard gave her something to puzzle over, yet she could not see herself why the answer was not simple. Of course she saw that others should not be treated with excessive callousness, but if you needed something, you needed it.


Turning his upper body almost too far to look at her, he scratched his head in momentary contemplation of her answer. From Imira’s understanding of him, Alric wanted things to be arcane, and her simple answer was not the sort of thing he wanted to hear. She would not be able to fool him otherwise, and trying to do so would likely irk him more so than being straightforward. Leaning back as far as she could while remaining steady, Imira waited for him.


Her muscles grew slightly sore attempting to hold in position. The young man serving as her guide occasionally spaced out when thinking. Not just for a few moments, but sometimes for minutes at a time. Imira quickly learned that it was quite easy to bring him back from the state, but he usually ended up in a better mood if left to conclude his thoughts on his own time. 


Dazedly swaying with the horse’s gait, eventually Alric returned in spirit.


“Certainly a sensible position, but how do you judge a need? We have food now, so we do not need it. If we had none, uprooting every last plant would be sensible to survive. However how about those times between? Should you not be hungry, but have little food, should you use more energy leaving bits behind? There is a point where your could expend a little more effort to collect food at a subsistant rate.”


“If there’s not enough food to get where you’re going, you need it.” Imira resisted the urge to shake her head; he needlessly wanted to complicate things. It didn’t matter how you got the food, so long as there was enough. That was how people lived minding their own lives and trying to do right by themselves. Caring for others took a back seat—no matter what complications Alric tried presenting, that didn't change.


“Ah, but enough food can be gathered either way. Do you uproot the plants towards the beginning and leave those later on alone?”


“You can't guarantee there will be more later on.”


“Nor can I guarantee my ability to fend off whatever we find in these woods. However it is more than a reasonable certainty. Planning is the intersection of contingency and efficiency. While distinguishing what may be from what may come to pass is an important skill, take into account that without some dependency on the future, you will be unable to rely on anything.

Preparing food for a long journey ahead is a tacit acceptance of this fact. It is important to be aware of what the future can hold, and be ready to face it, which is why even minutia are important to recognize. For example, rikkara roots actually hold more similarities to hard fruits than to vegetables. Without additional influence, they last around two weeks. The best way to preserve them for food is pack a layer of fine clay around them. Alchemically it is better to preserve them in a solution of water and soil, but they are not quite as nutritious that way.” Shifting back to concrete matters, Imira mentally stumbled at the quick shift, feeling a lack of finality. 


The theoretical discussion of subjects was not easy to grasp, but she found it far preferable to the alternative. While ‘hands on’ learning led to better retention of the information, Imira would rather scrub them wholly from her mind. The forest held countless dangers, yet despite the chilling presence that permeated the air, Alric dwarfed them.


Subduing beasts they crossed, his lean frame possessed an unnatural strength which easily suppressed them. She wasn't a city girl, but it turned Imira’s stomach how casually Alric butchered them. 


Without a change in expression, he asked her to locate the various organs within the creatures, splitting them open to show the results of her guesses. Logically it seemed unreasonable to become upset—in many cases they had been attacked only moments before. However in an instant, before she could even recognize what happened, the wizard upset the balance of power. Creatures which should have been the faces of death within their domain quickly ended up beneath his heel.


Alric grinned as they rode on. Despite his numerous warnings and encouragements of cautious behavior, he was far more dominating than any tale to come out of the woods. Instead of a comforting fact, Imira found herself putting distance between the two of them. While he certainly kept harm from befalling her, she could see no difference between his smiles whether they faced her or his prey.


At the end of the day, that happened to be the crux of her unease. He acted with a facsimile of understanding, but underneath it, Imira couldn’t be certain of anything. Looking upon her with satisfaction when trying out one of his lessons, even in failure, yet seeming miffed when attempting to echo back any of his thoughts. Agreement was not what he looked for, but neither did it seem like he required her to be successful in the realm of skills either.


It seemed more and more likely that he really had taken her along on a whim.


Though either way resulted in Imira getting away from the village, it conflicted with at least some part of her. While she had no overarching goal to accomplish, no one wanted to hold a meaningless position. Floating along like a plastic bag caught in the wind, growing tattered and worn without influence—the desire to adventure also included being self reliant and able to determine her own path.


As beneficial as traveling with a powerful wizard was, she came to realize that without direction she could exert very little influence on the situation. After Alric noted that she became sore after riding a small portion of the day, they no longer traveled for as long. Stopping for the night, Imira had nothing to say; whether they rushed or slowed down did not affect her, and she had no reason to try and exert herself to change anything.


Alric preemptively adjusted their travelling habits to make her more comfortable, and without a plan for the long term, Imira could see no reason to make a request other than for the sake of it. There was no need to try and press onwards; saying nothing as Alric dismounted.


“Mmn, you’re getting better on the dismount.” He bobbed his head up and down as she got off the horse after him. “Don’t be afraid to leap a tad more. Make sure your legs are bent and spring off.”


A phrase said a dozen times before, given honestly each time. Imira knew what she was meant to do already, but simply knowing didn’t suddenly bestow the ability upon her.


Setting up camp in the evening didn’t take long, but the process still seemed intentionally lengthened. Many rituals, such as preparing the food a distance away from the fire didn’t seem to make much sense, and Alric tended to want a much larger area than necessary cleared. Imira worked by using the side of her foot to sweep up their clearing for the night, as Alric doddered about. Doing so accumulated an uncomfortable amount of grime in the short run, which she was not used to having lived next to a river her whole life. Alric did not budge on the matter, despite verbally recognizing the habit was currently superfluous to them, and Imira proceeded with the task in the easiest way.


She needed to save up her energy, because while they rested for a long period of time and setting up for the night didn’t take much effort, they didn’t begin to sleep as soon as they stopped moving. True to his word, Alric didn’t expect much of her the first three days of travel. After that, he quickly resumed her training.


“Learn to move without thinking, then forget how to not think! Instinct is important in combat, but be aware that every strike carries purpose.” The voice surrounded her, as she quickly moved the spear to intercept a light tap. Moving on from thrown stones initially seemed like a step up, but the difficulty only increased. Since setting out, Alric rarely repeated the same exercise two days in a row, but still had her training at least four hours a day.


At the moment he danced around Imira, leisurely swatting towards her with an unassuming stick. There should have been no reason to become so exhausted, even if they persisted for long periods of time, Alric frequently called for breaks. She wanted to speak up, to say he didn’t need to go easy, but her arms tired quickly from merely parrying his blows.


From the left and right almost simultaneously, in training to deflect projectiles Imira learned to handle the spear with the dexterity to turn to intercept attacks. Unlike the soft pitches, even if his swings did not contain much force, she found it difficult dealing with Alric’s blows. Making use of the stick to keep her own weapon off balance, he sent her steadily staggering back in circles, occasionally poking at her sides or face in a manner so gentle it was doubly provocative.


“The spear is a weapon far more suited to blocking than a sword or axe. Use both hands on the haft if necessary, you needn’t ward off attacks singlehandedly. That is best done when on the offense and you carry the momentum.”


To exemplify his point, before Imira could react, he struck the end of her spear, torquing from her grasp before prodding at her armpit. Caught between retrieving the weapon and moving up and away from the assault, she found herself tripping across the ground.


“I won’t say to never let go of your weapon, but before you are ready, dropping it is tantamount to death in battle. Well, in this case given your hold you should have abandoned it entirely. You’ll learn with practice I guess.”


Giving her a moment, Alric twirled his branch with a flourish, so she had time to recover her stance. Overwhelmed, Imira never gained any ground, only sore muscles. Like every day before, she continued to the point of exhaustion, with a steady stream of tips, most of them esoteric, some seemingly contradictory.


Pushing on, no matter how obtuse most of the lessons were, they didn’t feel worthless at least. Imira’s efforts didn’t show themselves enough to affect Alric’s movements, but she now maneuvered with some grace. Fumbles and stumbles plagued her, but steadily decreased in frequency. In time, she would no longer have to feel as useless as she did.


Because though Alric acted as a particularly bothersome vector to the wider world, his focus aligned with Imira’s. She left the village behind to experience more of Derriad, and lands beyond. His off-kilter attitude emphasized Imira’s ability to care for herself in the future—something she was more than grateful about. Though she did not fully understand exactly what she sought, or perhaps for that reason, she knew she needed to be able to survive on her own to find out.


For the moment, she would just have to collapse in a sweaty mess, her mentor sighing at the inevitable failure. With a spell wiping her clean, food was prepared and she began to fall asleep. The dark presence of the forest drew closer, but the wizard remained awake with a soft smile. 


Until she could fend for herself, Imira would reluctantly rely on him. 

            

    
        Chapter 95:An Extensive Summary

    
    
    
    
                
Traveling through the forest took eleven days total. Nothing earth shattering occurred, and there was no singular event worth retelling, but the slow grind and following improvement warrants an executive summary at least.


Starting with my companions, I would like to state my approval of Tagalong Girl’s progress. In our mid-quarter report I believe I understated her affinity for adventuring. Only in comparison to protagonists does she fall short—while that may be the category she is aiming for, where she is at can not be called falling behind. Though only moderate at interrelating knowledge, breadth of knowledge has certainly increased. Tagalong Girl is capable of recognizing at least three dozen plants to a satisfactory degree. It would be possible for her to survive solely on foraged materials alone. In combat, considering she was a novice only a few short weeks ago, it is impressive to see her move now. I would estimate that she could fend off three goblins with ease.


Ria naturally is not in the position to experience much advancement, however in contrast to her status in the village, things look optimistic. After day five of our journey, she has ceased to use every waking moment to complain. That in itself is praiseworthy, but in addition her semi-lucid state lengthened with time as well. Ria can hold on for to her faculties about an hour a day, and that amount of time could be ‘saved up’; to what extent I remain uncertain. She generally does not exert herself overly, so there is no way to tell if she actually cannot stay awake any longer, or if she just doesn’t want to talk. Tagalong Girl’s suspicion of Ria has led to a mutually uncooperative tone between the two of them. That is still at the top of my list of things to try and fix.


To conclude this report I have left the most empirical data, my own advances in the realm of spellcasting. Controlling the grave shadows has gotten much easier, and my radius of interaction has been expanded to its maximum 950 meters, due to constantly rotating patrols around us. Compared to zombies, there are more variances when giving orders; however all of them continue to follow commands to the letter. Some remnants of their soul likely remain to introduce a modicum of interpretation to their pseudo-intelligence. 


Much like regular skeletons compared to Clavi, most grave shadows have too little intelligence for that to matter. Following that line of thought, Grave Shadow, who I pulled out of the skull, seems to have a higher potential than her cohorts. She and Clavi both follow their orders, but while the little skeleton has displayed a ‘joking’ personality, Grave Shadow is ruthless.


This sort of behaviour gave me great insight into the relationship between the soul and the minion. Despite the implications of being a carnivore, she is reluctant to attack those who cross the boundary I designated. Other grave shadows will attack if a creature comes even close to the line, but Grave Shadow exercises restraint. A loaded spring, she does not attack anything until absolutely necessary when it crosses over the invisible border. Through the mental link I can detect a faint aura of tension that build beforehand, which is released in the single moment it takes for her to kill the intruder.


Exemplifying that the spirit remains, and over long periods can develop persistent emotions, Grave Shadow has shown me a great deal about some of the minutia of her kind. Further experiments will be needed to see how those transfer to other {Ghost} entities, but for now my hands are tied.


While I am putting off practicing necromancy in front of my companions, there are some other realms where I train openly. <Mage Sight>, has developed to the point where I feel relatively confident in imparting its mysteries to Tagalong Girl. Given the lack of magical activity, it is not an urgent matter, but it is beneficial to start soon to get used to it. After all, I have only just reached the point where I can comfortably maintain it, although I do have several other sensory spells constantly up as well.


With training, the sensitivity of the sensory spells has increased; though I have yet to invent an SI unit for measuring the quantities. It’s a bit of a bother, but I want to come up with Kelvin, not Fahrenheit or Celsius. This is doubly a problem when reporting to you, as it is likely you are incapable of seeing the aura of death, and making relative comparisons is more or less meaningless without understanding the baseline. Trying to abridge would be useless and only serve to lengthen this extensive summary, so I will just tell you that my improvement is about on the same scale as a handheld magnifying glass to standard eyesight.


As for the method of improvement, both with practice of an individual spell, and an undefined attribute affect the quality of the spell. There are a great deal of interdependent variables, which I doubt I can fully explore on my own. I will likely need to find a magical organization to collect data to proceed in my understanding. There has yet to be any conflict between training different abilities, so there is no need to slow down, something to be grateful for.


My final improvements over the last week and a half are within the realm of alchemy. While difficult to practice while on the move, processing various ingredients served as a dietary supplement. Most reagents found in the forest are edible herbs, though there is a lack of mineral-type resources. This has led to the development and alteration of a large variety of potions and salves.


Perhaps the greatest discovery was my change of the Callus Ointment into something into what I like to call a Claw Salve. Experimenting with new materials as I lacked a supply of rock nuts; by combining Flint Moss(which was really more of a crusty lichen), sap from the faux-oak trees, Morrin buds as well as roots from the same, I ended up with a sticky and viscous ointment that slightly improved the durability of skin, but vastly improved the hardness of one’s nails.


Unfortunately as Theodore told me during our lessons, new concoctions are not so easily brewed. Though I recall what materials were used, I’ve yet to be able to replicate it. He stressed the importance of standardizing the potency of reagents, but that wasn’t something that could be done while traveling. 


I realize I intended to write up an executive summary to inform you of the progress we made during our travels in a swift fashion, but this is an excellent point to segue deeper into the process of alchemy. It is largely a profession of trial and error and is not particularly exciting to read or regale. However as a power derived from the world, I should not wholly gloss over the finer details.


I’ll first go over why I chose the ingredients I did. Callus Ointment is formed from rock nuts and rhuvines, but it is better to think of the situation as needing reagents that contain a certain property—this would be true whether they gained their power from the flow of life or their physical composition. True mastery of alchemy came from balancing the excess, and the FDAA hardly came around to make sure each piece was to an industry standard, with a list of active ingredients. 


First I reduced my algorithm to only include materials I had access to(obviously), followed by selecting those that seemed to have strong protection or solidification abilities. This was guesswork accomplished by cross-referencing potions with similar effects or ingredients, though since I didn’t have much to work with I mainly relied on the variations of the healing potion. Flint Moss needed to be ‘softened’ with fiery or destructive, lest it take its toll on the body by making the body brittle. Since usually a large quantity of destructive essence was used, the power of flint moss seemed high. 


The sap from the fauxk trees was a response to the apparent ‘stiffness’ of flint moss. Used in many healing potions and ointments, it served as a solvent of sorts to turn particulates into a homogenous fluid or gel. The fauxk sap was a go-to ingredient in many of my experiments, other than feeling slightly bloated, there were few to no negative effects associated with it, on top of its easily accessible nature. However even though it had a mild effect, it tended to mute the effect of whatever it was mixed with, leaving it unsuitable for use with sensitive reagents.


This settled the primary effect of strengthening, however it still required a catalyst, despite fauxk sap naturally mixing with the flint moss. Unlike its more proper terminology, a catalyst didn’t merely allow different reagents to combine properly. Present even in some rare ‘single’ ingredient concoctions, it also allowed the body to use it in many cases. However, since I suspected myself to be nearing a successful formula, I tried picking a catalyst with few apparent side properties.


Morrin roots were my choice in this case. Morrin’s Snare is the smaller cousin of Devil’s Snare, which tried to wrap around and either crush or starve its prey—a vicious plant that would be much scarier if only it exceeded a foot in length. As it grappled prey, it needed to have a sturdy root system. Older plants tended to have their deep root network start to fuse with the surrounding soil, and processing them was a tiring matter. However the roots only anchored Morrin’s Snare. The bud at the tip of the vine unfurled to devour its prey and absorb the nutrients; though tough to know what parts to remove, Morrin roots were largely inert. Since Morrin roots would have only fused with the earth, that likely also gave me additional room for error in the specific instance.


I tried with these three elements numerous times, developing a host of short lived rashes. Despite constantly adjusting the ratio, I couldn’t strike a balance between the ointment thickening the skin without immobilizing it, and accidentally creating a shell, not to mention the various smaller issues that didn’t affect utility such as fluctuating temperatures. 


Not giving up immediately on the primary trio, a few other ingredients could probably be used for balance. A few dozen trials later, I moved on to Morris buds. With their ability to digest creatures, it would likely be able to weaken the effects of the flint moss, at the same time not promoting congealment into a shell.


As the ‘teeth’ of the plant, using too much would probably be a bit risky for common use, but I was only experimenting on myself.  A bit of caustic material wouldn’t be the end of me, still I only started with applying it to my pinky at first.


A wise decision, because despite the skin slightly hardening, over the course of a few minutes an icy-hot situation slowly ate away at it. My regeneration could keep up since I applied it to such a small area, so it was actually a relatively minor downside. On whole, the skin really was toughened—at least the patchy bits that remained did. An if it doesn’t kill you it will make you stronger, but if it kills you you’ll be dead kind of situation, resulting in a patchy iron hide with numerous holes.


Being a pugilist with acidic fists seemed fun, but overall it wouldn’t be much benefit to anyone other than myself. So I continued my trials, and eventually struck gold. 


Slowly mitigating the caustic nature, the recipe infinitesimally moved closer to what I was seeking. Casually slapping the newest mixture over my fingers, slowly flexing them as the ointment soaked into my skin. While I once again stumbled upon a result with no downsides, pressuring my skin revealed there was hardly any effect.


Sighing, I ran my hand through my hair, pulling and resetting my ponytail. About to wash up, a flicker of pain crossed my scalp. Thinking it to be an itch, I scratched, and my hitpoints dipped thrice before I stopped.


Pulling my hand out of my hair, faint smears of blood covered my nails. Thinking such a thing odd, I grabbed a branch from the ground and pinched it. The ointment had not suddenly sharpened them, but my nails did not give as they usually would, and after applying further pressure grooves were etched into the wood.


It may not have been the Callus Ointment I was attempting to replicate, but as a previously unknown formula, I was still grateful for it. Seemingly flawless, the strength of the skin had been reinforced enough to support the new level of force the nails were subject to. My raw power meant I thrived in unarmed combat, but so far I had only done so as an impact type. With the Claw Salve, I could expand to piercing, or perhaps slashing type damage as well.


Excitably testing the limits, I tried to remain somewhat hushed as the girls slept. Capable of easily gouging thin trenches in the surrounding trees, my claws still weren’t at Killua’s level. Sturdy, as I gradually used more power, my nails and the surrounding flesh couldn’t stand the strain.


The infusion of alchemical mixtures is not something that magically applies properties to an object. It’s important to remember that while it may seem fantastical that pulping a few random plants together could create a salve that when applied topically stitched you back together, but that just happened to be how the world worked. Rules and limitations hid under the apparently magical exterior.


While a bit obtuse at times, and unable to be fully analyzed, it definitely worked according to rules set by its physical properties. Unlike true magic which worked apparently by fiat, as my experiments probed the edges of the abilities of alchemy, the walls that confined it became more clear.


The world, while it may have certain elements of one, was not a game. No one came in and balanced anything. It may appear to the newbie that the powers of alchemy were limitless, but it was already being outpaced by the strength of my body. There’s simply no way to compare the potential of something that requires reagents and ability that grows with an arbitrarily signed integer. And there was no reason for them to be comparable either—in real life, what was, was.


Still, despite alchemy being a waste of skillpoints, I wasn’t going to give it up. There only cost of experimentation was time, and I do enjoy having a variety of novel skills, even if they are suboptimal.


 Besides, magic was an inner part of myself, able to be practiced whenever I pleased. Passing through the forest meant there were plenty of ingredients around to be collected, so it would be wasteful not to make use of them.


And so just like that, our journey into the territory of Medean quickly turned from an uneasy equilibrium between new travelers to an uneventful grindfest.

            

    
        Chapter 96: Pit Stop

    
    
    
    
                “Alright *Tagalong Girl*, we’re about to break out of the forest. You lean back all you like, but if she's about to topple over, you catch her, alright?” 


Though I wanted to keep him grounded, Clavi was just too clever to leave jammed up in Inventory. After a week of being cramped into the extra-dimensional space, I decided to make use of him. Still, I would not be too lenient—Clavi’s task would be a fairly boring one. Mischief on his part would introduce errors, but I had faith in his fidelity to the task.


Spending half of each night running east before returning west, Clavi acted as a radar and was ordered to turn around early if he encountered anything of note. It was only a simple warning system, but he moved a great deal faster than we did and without rest. This gave me two days to prepare before actually reaching the edge of the forest personally.


So with that warning, I prepared us to exit the forest. Though we would camp inside the edge, it wasn’t unlikely to come across a woodsman. In light of that, I dismounted to walk alongside the horse. Tagalong Girl informed me that she didn’t notice much odd about it until she used her mage sight, but even unaugmented vision seemed to be able to glean something surreal about <Mount>. I got off in hopes of drawing attention away from it and towards myself.


Taking both bags out of Inventory and applying a paste to alter Ria’s skin tone to one more human, we looked...passable. People might find our situation odd if they thought on it too long, but for the moment I didn’t intend to let us linger about civilization yet. We were only going to dip our toes in to see how well we got by.


“Are we leaving the forest today?” Tagalong Girl complained in the form of a question. Well, as usual, she didn’t mean to complain, but it her reason for asking could be guessed easily enough.


“We’re headed out for real today. Yesterday was just to get accomodate you. Try to keep your scowl down, especially if we come across anyone.”


The fact that she was willing to sit alongside Ria without my interposition was an improvement, but I could always hope for them to get along better than before. At least Tagalong Girl either happened to be getting better at controlling her expressions, or too numb to the experience to raise much of a fuss. 


Well even if it wasn’t an enjoyable experience for her, it’s good to begin building up the stoic mindset needed on occasion. 


“I guess you can be somewhat dour, your ‘sister’ is sick after all. Just remember the context—alright, let’s just go already, nothing to say I haven’t said already.” Having trouble not reiterating a thousand little rules for Tagalong Girl, I finally stopped my blathering and we set out.


As the forest thinned, the sound of birds and insects resounded many times louder than they had further inside. Not because they were more prevalent, but because the grave shadows now congregated to a point north of us. Traveling across the plains would make an encirclement of specters far more obvious. However my hoarder personality still couldn't bear to be rid of them. Luckily as they were mostly incorporeal, even 50 of them could be compacted into a small area. The resulting mass of shadows looked far more ominous and eye-catching, but being compacted to about disk about seven feet in diameter meant there would be far less opportunity for it to be noticed in the first place.


At least it would be unlikely for someone to associate our group with the distant writhing mass of darkness.


Preparations in order we set out, only a few minutes passing before we found ourselves out on the vast plains of Derriad once more. Scanning the nigh-featureless horizon, a smattering of trees indicated a waterway to the northeast. While becoming too involved with civilization was something to be avoided, we hadn’t quite reached the point of self reliance. A few more items needed to be picked up before we tried leaving the country. After all, since there wasn’t exactly a concrete destination in mind, planning needed to take into consideration the uncertainties of the future.


Though we were on the outskirts of the area that could be considered part of Medean’s territory, by following the river it wasn’t long before a settlement came into view. As one would expect, it was no more than a tiny hamlet on par with Salt Village. On whole though, it was more orderly. Houses were aligned with their walls parallel to one another, and looked to be in a better state of repair.


Well, it’s natural for the second village encountered to be a slight step up from the first one. The inn prices would probably be slightly more expensive as well.


“Hmm, I suppose we can just run through and check their exports before moving on. Is Ria still holding up back there?”


“She is fine...but why are we stopping here? Not showing our faces at all would be much better if we are trying not to be noticed.”


“Tsk tsk.” I wagged my finger back and forth while leading the way to the village.  “I’m certain we’ve been over this before. To avoid notice it’s important to follow local customs, or at the very least not stand out too much. However in this case the only way to know if we fit in is by stepping in to the situation. And there’s much less risk in being caught out in the boonies.”


Glancing back, when Tagalong Girl failed to respond, she nodded in tacit acceptance of the reasoning. She likely had more questions in mind, but since they were not voiced I could do nothing about it.


Shifting closer to <Mount> as we approached, I didn’t expect any trouble, but there was no harm staying a bit closer. Arriving at a time period in the late afternoon, the fields surrounding the hamlet were vacant; it seemed we really would be popping in unannounced.


In fact, I found the duration before we were recognized by the inhabitants slightly odd. One would think on the outskirts of civilized territory that people would be more aware of their surroundings, but we were not even 20 meters away from the closest house when they spotted us.


“Evening to you all!” Proactively speaking a greeting to a mana field as it rounded the corner, the flow of conversation is most easily controlled by those make themselves heard. “Have you any spare materials some travelers might be looking to buy? In particular some canteens or large sheets of canvas would be helpful.”


“Erm, evening to you as well stranger.” A farmer with dirty shins and calloused hands stammered out a response from under the eaves. “I’m not positive on what all we have, but if you can pay I’m sure there will be some willing to part from some goods.”


“Thank you very much! Then who around here do you suggest we go to? I think we might still be able to cover more ground today, so it would be nice to do so quickly. I managed to get quite a bit of coin before we left our home—it’ll definitely be a good deal for you. ”


Truly, nothing drew interest like the sound of coins destined for one’s own pockets. Before even fully recovering from a sudden appearance of visitors, the farmer now seemed securely locked onto the thought of money. 


It may be framed in a way that the greed is overemphasized, but there was nothing wrong with a little avarice in the position. Saying the hamlet surpassed Salt Village was only a relative measure, and any coin meant a lot. Besides, a bird in the hand was worth two in the bush—being able to sell what goods on hand was preferable to holding on to them.


With the power of my reverse-sales pitch, the farmer quickly took it upon himself to show us to his house. Tagalong Girl looked over to me with concern, but I simply led the horse alongside me as we went to see what was being offered to us.


“Now why don't you three come inside, I have plenty of things that would make the journey of travelers such as yourselves much easier in the future. Sitting up there the whole time would be tiring; come, take a rest.” Becoming more energetic, he gestured inside. “Oh and why don't we take your horse around back? Quite the fine mount, it’s certainly been blessed by the Patriarch. Why don't I take it to go graze in the fields while you settle in?”


“Ah~” I held up my hands interrupting him. “That's a fine offer, but I'm afraid *Sparky* doesn't take to others well. Lucy, watch over Rea while I take him out to the field. Don’t worry, I’ll be back in a flash.” Willfully misinterpreting Tagalong Girl’s displeasure as resulting from our brief separation, I also noted our host’s behaviour while lifting Ria off the horse, who had spontaneously been named Sparky.


“What’s...hey, going on? Where…?” As I carried her, Ria roused herself slightly. Hopefully if it came to it she could follow along the instructions I gave her during her fits of lucidity. Again Tagalong Girl looked concerned, but Ria was reliably cloaked in several layers of clothing. 


Really, that look on your face will only draw more attention to the situation. Everything will turn out just fine, so relax a little more.


“We’re picking up a few supplies before we continue on our journey. Try stretching a bit, but don't over-exert yourself.” Her legs already wobbled slightly, unused to carrying their own weight. Even so, Ria could manage, at least for this brief interaction. “If you wouldn't mind, is there somewhere she can sit? Her constitution has been worsening as of late. Even standing for too long can be too stressful; it's the reason why we're traveling in the first place. There was no one to care for her at home, and after she came down with whatever this is, I couldn't support us all without her help. Rea has always had such a strong and wonderful character, and needless to say I would do anything to help her get better. Unfortunately, no one knew what to make of her waning health, so we've set out to find a cure for her. We sold our homestead, which was a great pain, but it was necessary—”


“You've been through a lot,” The farmer cut off the excessive story. All according to kekaiku(TL note:kekaiku means plan). He would probably no longer be quite so eager to ask questions about us now. “Well, Rea, was it? Please, come in and sit down. As soon as the horse is left elsewhere we can start our business.”


“Right, take care of your sister Lucy. Make use of speed and balance. Oh, and watch our stuff. I’ll be right back.” From the ‘other side’ of Sparky, I pulled out Tagalong Girl’s spear and tossed it to her. At this point it was probably unnecessary, but it never hurt to be prepared.


It would be more dissuasive if she kept the surprise off her face, but such was a skill that came with experience. I shrugged it off and spurred Sparky off to the grassy fields.


oOoO0OoOo0oOoO0OoOo


In the manner of a hummingbird, Alric darted around camp, making preparations. Imira watched as he mixed a strange concoction in his hands while at the same time using some sort of magic to rearrange the contents of their bags and Ria’s clothing.


Sitting on the forest floor, she slightly swayed back and forth, as there was nothing for her to do. Nothing but pondering over why they were going to show themselves when Alric had continually been repeating that he did not want them to be noticed. While he usually seemed to try and make room for Imira to practice certain skills, on occasion he would—not quite forget, but would treat her presence as one similar to Ria.


It was condescending in a way, but not quite in a manner she could take umbrage with. Much like how the wizard would diminish Imira’s autonomy, she found it necessary to abstract him as something not quite human. Calling him mad would be a simple resolution, but it missed the fact that everything seemed to happen in accordance with his whims, not just by chance, but by design as well.


Not that that could possibly settle her nerves when ‘according to plan’ meant anything from a good tasting meal to wrestling a beast to the forest to the ground with one hand before vivisecting it. While her ultimate safety may not be in question, the potential for unpleasantness was limitless.


Waltzing into a foreign village, with Ria in her current state—the very thought of it sent Imira into a perpetual position of anxiety. Whatever happened, she would have almost no control over the situation. 


Alric confirmed that they were truly leaving the forest for a village without further elucidation. A thousand question as to why still boiled in her head, but she simply did her best to climb atop the horse. Taking off at a quick canter, she settled in to the jostling of the creature as it tried to follow Alric.


Wind swept unobstructed across the barren grasslands, a featureless field as far as the eye could see. As opposed to the heady loamy scent of the forest, the sharp breeze left clear air with only a hint of pollen.


The vast emptiness of the surroundings shook Imira. While Salt Village may have been situated alongside one of the great plains of Derriad, there was always something in sight. Now with an absence of anything at all left her uneasy. 


Scanning the horizon for anything, several hours passed before something other than a vague blur finally appeared in the distance. 

            

    
        Chapter 97: Quick Negotiation

    
    
    
    
                True there may be less risk being spotted in a smaller village, but averting it altogether led no risk. Not to mention a total lack of benefits associated with going. With Ria swaying back and forth, from behind Imira recognized her as a landmine ready to blow up in their faces at any moment.


As they marched towards the town without hesitation, Imira wondered if Alric was fully aware of the danger they would be in. It appeared as though they might be undone by a light shower or simple spill, and as liberally as her birthplace followed the teachings of the Patriarch, even Pan did not reveal the full truth of Ria’s affliction to them.


While common folk wouldn't be able to overpower him, Alric did not even plan to silence them in the event of their discovery. He told her ‘when things go south, it’s okay to run away’. No attention paid to the repercussions of leaving loose ends, just taking actions that would satisfy him.


As much as Alric made sure to point out how all his plans were calculated, at the end of the day, they were made without regard to the possible consequences. Imira had trouble with the concept, though she still knew there was something wrong about Alric’s plan. Maybe not in their execution, but whenever the mage began to do something strange, she found herself longing for the spear which was becoming more and more familiar to her.


Imira’s hands clenched at nothing during their approach, as Alric kept the spear stowed away during their approach. Unlike members of the Church and travelers with rougher personalities, he did not seem to think approaching with their weapons visible would be in good form. Pre-empting her point about showing off that they would put up a fight if necessary, Alric chose a route that not only made them less threatening and demure; it appeared to be almost intentionally provocative to those that wished them trouble.


Tensing as they passed alongside surprisingly vacant fields, Imira cast her gaze from side to side trying to spot anything unusual. Homes tightly aligned along the roads, made it difficult to spot anything off the path straight ahead, which did not cut through the whole town, but terminated at another building.


Reaching one of the buildings, Alric suddenly hailed a rough looking farmer, almost before seeing him. Slinking forward from the side of the house in a manner that spoke ill of his character, he was momentarily disarmed by the chipper greeting.


Many years passed since she’d seen it, but the farmer wore an expression from Salt Village’s harsher days. Though the situation of the place was far better than her own hometown, desperate times were a relative measure. For her, the leering gaze was enough to signal malicious intent, as cowardly as it might be.


Upon suggesting they take the horse around back, Imira had no doubt he, or perhaps some shadowy conspirators were horse thieves. One would think that a little more would be done if they expected to get away with it, but the trio was in a foreign area and Alric was acting like the amicable fool once again.


For a moment it seemed that the mate was baiting them, until he suddenly made up an excuse to lead the horse himself, tacitly implying he knew what they were up to, but was still giving them a chance. 


“Lucy, watch over area while I take him out to the field.”


And rather than use her actual name, Alric used pseudonyms planned out beforehand. Imira didn’t see how that would help, particularly since Ria was called ‘Rea’; considering the way he grinned when giving them out, it was definitely another one of his jokes that no one understood.


But after that moment of displeasure, it sunk in that Alric intended for her to stay behind with Ria. Even if only for a moment, he certainly recognized the potential danger for the two of them. 


Helping Ria down, and watching as Imira dismounted, he more or less saddled the horse in a single half step, half hop. The shady farmer stared vacantly towards the mage, unable to tell what he was dealing with. Making use of the addled state, Alric conjured Imira’s spear and lobbed it at her sideways.


Her own shock did not impede her movements, through relentless training being able to hold onto a weapon was the least expected of Imira. That did not stop her jaw from opening in surprise. Was this a test then? In case they were attacked, it would be up to her to defend them?


Considering the peasant carried nothing, perhaps such a situation wouldn’t come to pass—then again, Imira didn’t quite strike an imposing stance even after adjusting her grip. 


“Well, there’s no need for that…” His words trailing off, the farmer weakly spoke in the direction of Alric’s departure. “Why don't we step inside until he returns? You can set your weapon and goods down inside, there's no need to worry about any beasts here.” 


Speaking more hesitantly, Imira reevaluated their host and the surroundings. Perhaps Alric’s strangely domineering deference put any notions of hostility out of his mind. However the intensity of her gaze did not diminish as he lifted the bags that had been carelessly tossed from the horse.


The farmer opened the door, and as he was stepping inside Imira’s attention shifted to Ria. Weakly staggering forward with her arm on the wall for support, she appeared to be moving subconsciously. Just stepping through the threshold of the house out of the younger girl’s sight represented a huge improvement in her physical state.


Gravel crunched softly under the butt of the spear as Imira twisted it forcefully upon the ground. She needed more time to think, rushing in could lead to disaster. There were all sorts of ways things could play out against her; the farmer could be preparing an ambush, and spears were at a disadvantage indoors; it could be a ploy to put on a kind facade and drug them; maybe there was a contingency to try and take out Alric, and this was all just a way to buy time while gauging his strength.


She didn't stop worrying at that, though told to protect Ria, she was just as worried about the cursed girl. Perhaps after sinking her teeth into the peasant inside and draining him of his blood her strength would be regained and find herself fortified by some dark power.


It may not have had any basis, but so much happened outside her understanding. It could not be said definitively that such things could not happen. Dying to something from out of left field just because it seemed improbable—it was unacceptable to meet her end before even beginning her journey.


Yet the only reason Imira stood there in the first place was due to the grace of Alric. As much unease as he generated, his continued tutelage seemed promise a future where she could do as she wished. The question remained if he accurately assessed the dangers of her current situation.


Seconds gradually passed, as the indecisive girl stood outside with a stony expression. 


Making her decision, Imira strode inside, spear raised so pivoting would not be as difficult. Wary, she paid attention to the walls that would constrain her, quietly darting from one barren room to the next.


Though more prosperous than Salt Village, and the home objectively of better make, there still were not many rooms. Weapon gripped tightly, Imira only stalked through the house a few moments before coming upon the farmer peacefully sitting on a stool, with Ria slumping across a long wooden bench, trying to prop herself upon the wall.


“Would—you stop that, Lucy was it? There's no reason to have that out.” Changing tone several times, the farmer was taken aback before making a halfhearted attempt to chastise her. Though he fidgeted slightly at that sight of the spear, he did not act too unnerved, just slightly ill at ease from the little girl’s strange course of action.


Imira stepped out of her combative stance, despite some misgivings. Raising the spear upright to use as a walking stick, she leaned slightly upon it instead of deciding to sit down.


An awkward silence held for a short while, for Ria had drifted asleep and the farmer did not recognize Imira as someone with the authority to negotiate. It took a bit of time for his mind to come up with the idea to try and begin his sales pitch early to have an easier time of it when Alric returned.


“To be off on a lengthy journey at such a young age must be rough. It can't be easy traveling between cities for your sister. Has there been anything you've been particularly desirous of on the road?”


“Kazuma has done everything to keep...my sister and I comfortable. His choices are already in our best interest, and I don't seek to disrupt that.” Imira curtly shut down the incoming saccharine sales pitch. However the farmer found it much easier to recover against her sensible rebuke.


“Kazuma...that’s a strange name—but he does seem like quite a kind fellow. I'm sure if there's anything you'd like, he'd happily accommodate for it. Even if you do have trust in him, he can't read minds. So why don't you just ask and I'll be sure to present it to him when he gets back? It’s getting colder out, I have a lovely scarf that can keep you warm. Or if the trip gets dull at times, I’ve a click-clack toy from when I was a boy; the wood’s a bit worn, but other than that it's in excellent condition.”


“He is a strange person, but I doubt he will be interested at looking at trinkets before acquiring our necessities.” Imira ended up lightly knocking the end of the spear against the ground to emphasize her point. The farmer straightened up a little at the thud, before slumping a bit as he let out a long sigh.


“If you're really so set on it…” Resigned, with Imira shutting down any conversation, he stopped talking. Unsure of what to do in the intervening time, he glanced around his home averting his eye contact, slightly regretful of his choice.


Imira felt much the same way. The furniture that decorated the room exemplified a comfortable state of living despite the simplicity, but also lacked anything that would suggest there would be anything worth trading for. Being able to sit them all comfortably remain spacious already surpassed many dwellings of Salt Village, but she was not impressed. Besides, it wasn't as if they looked to rent a room, or purchase a bench. 


Aside from Ria, who slept soundly on the bench, a restless atmosphere built up. As her guard lowered, a sound suddenly came from behind Imira, and though she quickly turned around and took a step back, she quickly found her spear no longer in her hands.


“Being on guard is good, but don't stab everyone that surprises you. People don't take kindly to that sort of thing, especially when it's you who wasn't paying attention.” Alric popped into the doorway in a ghostly manner, twirling the spear about in one hand. Arcing in a strange pattern to avoid hitting anything, all of a sudden he tossed it out of sight. He started talking again immediately, but Imira didn't notice a clatter, so she suspected it all a diversion to stow it away in the magical space. “Apologies for taking so long, but *Sparky* made an attempt to follow me back. Silly horse has a hard time without me. Now why don't we head straight to business? First off, I'd like some information on where we can acquire a cart. Riding on the back of *Sparky* can be a bit rough on Rea and Lucy. No particular specifications to it, one used would be fine, but I believe even a new one is not out of range of our budget.”


“Oh? Oh! A cart hmm…” There was every reason to be surprised, carts were not the most complicated items, but one of standard craftsmanship would be rather expensive. Salt Village only possessed two that were in rather ill repair to be shared among the community, and given their distance from the capital they were in need of such transport the most. 


“It's not that I don't have a cart, actually managed to recently sell my last crop of vegetables. But there's no way I can know if can get another in time for the next harvest. I might be able to sell a bit to the others around here, but those cutthroats would never give a decent price. The village carpenter is as slow going as a tree, so I really don't think I can take the risk.”


Imira couldn't help but lightly tsk at the solemn shake of the head that followed. If he hadn't wished to sell it, the matter wouldn't have been mentioned at all, instead he wanted to raise the price by whatever he could. She didn't know how much money Alric had, but she doubted there would be much afterward unless he started bartering aggressively in his favor.


Hopefully despite his lack of common sense, the mage would instinctively haggle down. 


“Oh I'd hate to put you in such a position! I'll buy it for 150 argent.”


“What!” Imira called out, and upon hearing the price the farmer broke into a coughing fit. The greed building up in his eyes was once again overturned as easily as a pebble beneath Alric’s feet.


It was doing an excellent job keeping the villein off balance, but it certainly wasn't inconspicuous nor did it appear to be helping them in any way. How did he even accumulate that much money in the first place?


Metallic clinging sounded out as a stream of silver poured onto a table near the side of the room, showing the amount was not merely a bluff. Falling into a mountain, and gleaming with the light of the fire, Alric grinned.


“I happened to encounter a pack of goblins once, and they carried a good deal of treasure. So long as you have what we need, you will be amply compensated.”


Something that sounded like a half-truth came from Alric’s mouth, but the farmer’s mind had glazed over and clasped his hands as lowered his head as if in the presence of some deity of fortune.

“Whatever it is you need, I will happily provide!”




An hour or two passed with the strangest of any mercantile dealings that ever occurred. Imira watched as the buyer offered a price much higher than necessary, the seller would offer more goods, then the buyer would add slightly more coin to the deal as well. Most of the dealing was done over a rich feast, something thankfully neither fish nor chikan. But even though she wished to interject, money came without end from Alric’s pockets and into the grateful hands of their host Morse.


Somehow at the end of their short lived meeting, the farmer seemed almost in tears to see them about to head off.


“It's getting rather late Kazuma, why don't you, Rea, and Lucy stay the night? I'm sure the hearth will be much brighter than any flame along the road.”


“The Patriarch bless you for such an offer, but we must go. My dear will not be cured merely by resting in a cozy home. You've already done us enough kindness by giving us your cart. Take care, and may we cross paths again!” With an exaggerated wave from the front seat, Alric proceeded to spur the horse onward.


Imira caught the edge of the cart as it lurched. If not for the bags and newly acquired pile of canvas, Ria who lay across from her would have likely suffered a head injury. The driver didn't seem to mind, and seemed focused on making sure their horse kept up a solid canter.


“Why are,” her teeth clacked sharply as they ran over a divot in the road. “Why so eager to get away, when the two of you got along so well?”


“Oh little girl,” The mage laughed from the front. “Perhaps I need to spend time teaching you some less savory tactics.

“Buying the cart for an exceptional price was quite good for him. Perhaps the hides as well. But when he wakes up in the morning and begins to go about his day, I believe he will be less than pleased to find he has only furniture and coin left to his name.”

            

    
        Chapter 98: Adventurers

    
    
    
    
                “How is the money not enough for him?” Tagalong Girl still seemed a bit confused as I urged <Mount>, or rather, Sparky, forward.


“Well, it’s not like he’s doomed.” I had spent a good deal of money—though as the majority of my coinage was actually in aurum we weren’t down that much in terms of funds. Even so, Morse got enough money to live well for quite a long time. “It’s not the lack of coin that will upset him. Think on it a little—we’ve come away with a great deal of his necessities, especially with winter on the way. Fabric needed to patch up any clothes, canvas for making and repairing any bags that he’d use to store food, but most of all I was building up to getting that hammer, chisel, and nails and whatnot. The rest will be a bit irritating for him to recoup, but it was definitely foolish of him to sell those, for whatever price.

“You should realize this with your background; quality tools are not cheap. Salt Village is a great deal more communal than that village though, so while things were on the edge of disrepair, you lot could still carry on. However with prosperity comes freedom and independence. What was that verse, ‘What is wrought by thy own hand, remains in thine.’? Since they aren’t under the threat of starvation after a bad season or two, there’s the ability to adhere more strictly to the scriptures. Make of it what you will, but I suspect that Morse will need that extra money to buy some surprisingly expensive items in the future.”


Tagalong Girl looked to only partially comprehend what I was saying, so I summed things up a bit more succinctly.


“The neighborhood isn’t as kind as you’re used to, and now he can’t rely on himself.”


“If that’s the case...then why?” 


The question wasn’t accusatory, though I would have rather that been the case. Tagalong Girl wasn’t asking to make her thoughts heard and chastise me, but instead it had a worrying waver. At least she was taking some initiative in this case to get answers, usually she just followed whatever I said like a robot. 


“For one, this way Morse is the only one who caught sight of us; even if he does tell others about us. With that amount of money on hand, he’ll try to play it low for a while, giving us more time to gain distance. While some of it may just be for our own comfort, we can’t say the stuff we purchased was useless either.”


Tagalong Girl quieted down with the satisfactory answer. Bamboozling him hadn't been something I wanted, but our group came first. The village felt odd, and I sensed a strangely powerful mana field residing there as well. While it certainly piqued my interest, I couldn't justify staying there with the girls in tow. 


It seemed like a long time would pass before either would be ready to properly venture out in the world, especially at our current pace. We weren't encountering any low level situations, and I didn't wish for them to get wrapped up in senseless murders.


Things would be much easier if we just ran into a morally black and white issue, where I could unreservedly ask Tagalong Girl to put in all her effort. After all, it is the duty of the mentor to make sure the disciple has ethics as strong as their body.


Well, the encounter rate for traveling couldn't exactly be set to high, so the dice just fell as they would.


In our days of traveling, we passed through a good number of villages and smaller towns. Without variation, wooden houses of superb build composed the majority of buildings. Passing through many with haste, the few times we did stop inevitably words of the carpenters in town would sneak in.


To some degree it could be expected, Castor spoke of how Medean and its territories produced timber for most of the Chapter. There was an even more surprising disruption of the workforce ratios though.


Even as we moved closer to the center of the region, much of the land appeared to remain underutilized. Unlike Derriad’s territory with every patch of earth divided up and cultivated to the brim, weeds and untamed scrub claimed the grassland between the settlements. Unproductive grass and wildflowers—in a technological era where food limited society’s other functions, there had to be some element that produced a surplus in Medean somewhere.


Just one more curiosity to look into as we grew closer to Medean.


Though whether we would all enter the city once arriving there was still an issue I'd not yet decided on, at the very least I needed to pop inside the walls. Merchants of Derriad were not so much distributors of goods among people so much as a partner of the state. Some smaller groups did so, but centralizing resources and moving them between the metropolis was were the most money was. 


In tandem with the immense size of each city-state, major merchant groups were the ones with the clearest picture of distant areas. There was a much better chance that they would have a piece of quest related information than trying to learn something by continuously combing the countryside.


That all was business set aside for the future, and I’d continue to play it by ear. However as an underdeveloped territory, that meant for the time being we moved on roads only half a step removed from the wilds. Running into something was inevitable, but I found myself a little surprised by the situation.


A group of four mana signatures appeared uncomfortably close to the grave shadows that followed from a distance, discovered only as my head turned west by happenstance. Almost immediately identifiable as human, or close enough that simply having them mowed down by the ghosts was undesirable, I ordered them to slowly move away from the party whilst dispersing.


A sudden snap resounded through my mental connections, as though suddenly catching a heavy weight. The truly instantaneous execution of orders proved to be a much larger strain than rapid serialization, but the stress only lasted a moment.


“Alric?” Tagalong Girl’s voice sounded with suspicion as I adjusted each shadow’s course. Apparently her intuition picked up something odd in the slight hitch that must have resulted in my lecture. 


Good for her, that would have been half a second at the most. There was hope for us to become a band of true companions yet.


“Let's set aside maths for now—it’s all rather boring anyhow. Instead take a look to the side and see if you can spot them.” Surveying a forest and high-grass meadow were similar in the skills used, but the patterns were different enough that letting her search on her own was good practice. 


It also let me focus more wholeheartedly on maneuvering my minions.


Currently they were all slowly slinking away, but the human party seemed to have sensed their presence. Due to the imprecise nature of my long range detection, I couldn't pinpoint the group’s intentions, so I played it safe. The mana fields congregated around one another, moving together one step at a time. 


Their caution granted a chance of escape, as several shades retreated in turn, the group ended up inefficiently following each of them, lengthening the distance between them.


At some point the hunters realized their unidentified quarry was managing to escape. Realigning themselves, two dropped towards the ground, presumably readying for a sprint. At that point, I commanded all the grave shadows to flee at top speed.


Predictably, for a group that worked together so smoothly, a sudden rush caused them to immediately fall into a defensive position. A moment later it was apparent to them that the rustling of grasses was bolting away from them, but it was already too late to catch up.


Feeling relieved as four humans charged blindly together through the high grass, my grave shadows dispersed before re-rallying to a point in front and only slightly to our side. Being in sight would hopefully let me keep track of their surroundings more easily, and avoid similar incidents in the future.


Not to say the encounter was quite over yet, but the matter of hiding away my shadows was accomplished. Now it was just satisfying the question of their presence.


“Have you spotted them yet?”


“No…”


“Follow a ripple caused by the wind, and watch for the points where it is disturbed. While there are false positives, you'll at least be working with a smaller set of points.” In no rush, Sparky slowed and I let Tagalong Girl search the fields before getting the group to reveal themselves.


Luckily for the little girl the cart gave her enough of a height advantage to survey the top of the meadows. Standing up, she clung tightly to the side to brace herself against the occasional jolt.


Diligently staring out to the west, her confidence belied that I had given away their general position. Unintended, and perhaps it cheated her of some genuine practice, but if she could read me well enough from my unfocused glances, then all the better.


That practice would be missed though. Staring with a burning intensity that might catch the grassland on fire, her glare moved far too intentionally. Thoroughly scraping over every inch, I followed her eyes combing the same featureless areas multiple times.


Were she to continue, eventually she would find the quartet lurking as a wave of wind passed over them. However Tagalong Girl needed to recognize the value of heuristics. After all, good enough, by definition, is good enough. 


I intended to let her fruitlessly search a little while longer, but the group ceased to move stealthily and stood up, now head and shoulders above the tall grass.


“Had you followed the waves caused by the wind, instead of waiting for it to pass over each point, you could have quickly discerned the different possible positions. Though not as thorough as your method, it is important to balance speed and reliability. And generally speaking, situations such as observing your surroundings emphasize speed.” Imparting a few more tips, I used <Mage Hand> to apply a light layer of makeup to Ria’s face and hands as I remained seated, while watching the group.


As Tagalong Girl stood up in our cart like a meerkat sentry, I noticed them noticing her noticing them. She did not immediately notice them doing so, and let her gaze linger on them for long enough to invite them over. 


Once starting towards us, Tagalong Girl quickly sat down and tightened up, as if drawing attention was in error. Well, considering it was not what she wanted, it was a mistake on her part. There are better reactions than balling up and ignoring it, but I was there to take care of things, so it was fine.


“Don't worry, I meant for them to approach us. I’m curious as to their business out here.” While following the unknown sound which had been from my grave shadows evidenced they were hunters of some sort, how did that lead them here? Something had to precipitate into this group, and normal conditions didn't seem to support it.


As they got closer, the man(boy?) in lead of his group waved. Able to look them over more clearly, I felt the desire to call the group Adventurers. Perhaps not in the most romantic sense, but they were equipped as hunters that would battle with their prey.


 The leader had an almost simplified attractiveness to him, like a drawing; without flaws to find fault in or to judge his age. Being already chronologically impaired when it came to guessing the age of people, I could only assume from his vigorous stride a dozen paces among his companions, he was young. A simple sword of middling length hung at the waist, unobscured by minimalist clothing. His most distinctive—and perhaps I diminish the word in using it this way— feature would have been his dry, rusty brown hair that fell a little below his ears, and the possibly literal hack job cutting his bangs back.


Seeming eager to catch up with us, and seeing his companions not rushing to quite the same extent, I had Sparky change to his slowest speed. Seeing Tagalong Girl throwing glances at Ria, I tisked to catch her eye and give her a look. 


Averting her gaze to her lap, the energetic adventurer strode up alongside us shortly thereafter.


“My work honors the Patriarch! I am Ritz, a beast hunter in these parts; I think it best you know that my friends and I spotted something dangerous and hitherto unknown just now. It remained hidden from us, but wish to warn you that you had best be on guard.”


Oh my, what an abrupt and direct introduction. It really is quite difficult to follow up and not sound like an idiot—well that is why I do it. Then again, coming from the adventurer it felt more like poor conversation skills, or general tactlessness than a ploy for asserting his position.


“Well met Ritz; my name is Kazuma. I thank you for your warning, but we have traveled from Glaucen, danger is not something we are unused to.”


Greeting him in turn, I looked back over his companions as they caught up. The bowman rolled his eyes towards the sky with a frown, but followed Ritz most closely.


“Patriarch bless—sorry for bothering, Ritz doesn't always think. To his credit in this case, what we were following is stealthy and may travel in packs. Even if you aren't averse to conflict, their numbers could cause trouble. Traveling in groups yourself is the only counter, really.” The bowman, or perhaps lancer, ribbed their leader while more smoothly encouraging his plan. No way the two of them were not best friends. 


“No, you're not a bother at all, I genuinely thank you for the warning. We’ve just not much to give you. I'm not exactly sure what beast hunters do, so I can't make any offers for your services.”


“Not sure what beast hunters do? What is there to be unsure of!”


“I would guess Glaucen doesn't have beast hunters Ritz.” Ritz was cut off, and his friend looked to me for confirmation. Perhaps Face would be an even better way to reference the bowman. “Well whatever the reason there, here creatures tend to spread out in these fields. Normally they don't cause problems, but rogue elves tend to try and use them to cause havoc. Bounty prices are put on them, and the bodies of some can be butchered for some profitable items as well. Fairly simple, but unless beasts are swarming about, it can be touch and go.”


“That’s an excellent explanation, thank you; but I don't see how escorting me will be of any help to you all.” Considering how straightforward and not-blooded Ritz was, I doubted his motives were mercenary. Mostly I drug things along to watch the other two. 


The third of them looked to be the oldest by a small margin. Fairly disinterested in the goings on, he was still in the process of taking his buckler off. Between that and a light nadziak(which made me question its efficacy), despite being rather large and equipped like a tank, he failed to give the impression of a front line fighter. 


From what happened with the grave shadows, his reactions were no less professional than his fellows though. As such I could only presume he let himself follow behind the others and devote himself wholeheartedly to the position that needed filling.


Staying a pace behind the rest came the token female teammate. Truly, the only remaining question about the party was whether the romantic tension was with the leader or his best friend.


Well, one can appreciate if the world happens to set itself up in that matter, but there were several real observations to be made. Most apparent being how cold she acted. Of the four, she showed the most reticence, but as she drew closer, I couldn't tell if it was at Ritz’s attempt to escort us, or a festering dislike for him.


Having nurtured innumerable rivalries and been the object of twice as many grudges, deep-seated hatreds were as easily identifiably as colors to me. Even if I wasn't technically correct, I would always be very close. Whether she hated the action or that the person led them to it, it was a hate that was not self-aware.


Perhaps she just hated one part of his personality, but quarantined it in her mind from the leader, as if one must feel no dislike at all for their friends. Not from any spell, just experience, I felt the intangible aura of disdain which would eventually ebb to leave another filthy memory of its target.


So I dragged out the conversation and beat around the bush, paying special attention to her. Unrecognized hate can ignite when first noticed, and I did not want us caught in the conflagration if that came to pass. Luckily enough, Face was refreshingly evasive and roundabout in his speech.


“Well, as someone who doesn't think much, I'm sure Ritz wasn't counting on getting any benefits. He means well— besides, it’s not as though we would be hindering you.”


“Even so, it wouldn’t be good to heedlessly accept if he’s not conferred with you all. I couldn’t just agree and allow the rest of you to be dragged along without discussing the matter.”


“That's considerate, but be assured that we follow Ritz in his endeavors wholeheartedly.”


“Be that as it may…” A steady ticking cadence began as I tapped my cheek. Either way, there would be benefits and losses. Looking down from the back of the cart and back up to the adventurers, I sighed. “Should we happen travel in the same direction for a few days, then it will just be a fortuitous coincidence.”


“Let humanity protect one another with their might; so the Patriarch has decreed. I'm sure you'll be grateful for our company in the future; especially should those things we spotted return. You need not worry, as we accompany you!” Ritz bombastically took up the tacit acceptance of his party.


He stretched up slightly to vigorously shake hands. At least as Ritz did so, I believed I figured out the general motivations of his party from his proud stance. Ritz acted stubbornly in accordance to his faith as he interpreted it. Face followed as his second, and the girl followed him. The oldest was likely the third member of a weak power trio before they’d met her, and followed in their footsteps, as those with a demure personality were wont to.


Tagalong Girl surreptitiously pressed her lips together, at least taking care not to glare too harshly. I slightly shrugged in response—there were no good ways to be rid of them instantly. Letting them accompany us for a short while would give both parties a chance to get something. It might not be pleasant, but I could handle things if worse came to worse. Hopefully we could get along in the meanwhile.

            

    
        Chapter 99:Beast Hunters

    
    
    
    
                “Why don’t we properly introduce ourselves?” Most are not as comfortable as I with disregarding given names, and put a bit too much importance on the matter. So to make the atmosphere a little easier, I pushed for us to all share names. “As I said, I am Kazuma. This young lady is Lucy, she's not the most talkative, but a clever lass when she does. And the beautiful girl in the back is her older sister Rea. She’s fallen ill, so I'm afraid you won't be able to ride in the back. Please keep your distance from her for your health and hers; she acts deliriously on occasion, and I don't want any strange faces startling her.”

 

Sending a soft, concerned glance toward Ria, the performance seemed to have the desired effect. Ritz confirmed his social simplicity by openly puzzling before nodding in agreement.

 

“Right! I am Ritz Frennec, son of Tierce, son of Erat Frennec of the Frennec Merchant group. I've taken up the mantle of beast hunter to become worthy of protecting Frennec caravans as they travel across the wild. To protect human progress is the Patriarch’s will!” Setting his feet square and puffing out his chest, I wondered if how much weight the name Frennec carried. Castor had not mentioned it, but perhaps he had simply overlooked them.

 

Face, more tempered, stepped up to his side and gave some context.

“The Frennec does travel between regions, but do not make many waves, so it makes sense if you can't recall them clearly. In any case, Ritz’s grandfather was the last member of his family in the guild. He has aspirations to join them, but he is not as great a personage as he presents himself.” Shaking his head in an almost embarrassed manner, he continued as Ritz kept his proud stance. “I'm Corsair, I was raised in the same town as Ritz and Lukas. I've more or less always stuck by him to keep his big head out of trouble. It doesn't seem to work, but we're all still here.”

 

“If I listened to you, we never would have met Leitha. Who knows what would—”

 

“Right, let’s just drop it. No need for our life stories.” Corsair—possibly the Steve of this world—quickly cut Ritz off. It seemed both of us caught the sound of Leitha clenching her jaw. It seemed there was quite a story behind the four, but they cut away to the boring introductions.

 

“My name is Lukas. As Corsair said, I have been friends with him and Ritz since childhood. I intended to follow my father’s trade as a carpenter, however my younger sister’s ability was just as great as mine, so I have accompanied Ritz on his journey.” There seemed to be no shame in being usurped by a younger sibling. Between societal norms and a non-preference of the job, I could not tell which had greater say in his reaction. Well, just another little fact for me to file away.

 

“I am Leitha.” Ritz narrowed his eyes, and Corsair softly sighed. Her response was sad, but not unexpected to them. 

 

Looking to meet her eyes, as one should in a proper introduction, she did not do so. Her long, dark brown hair was straight, somehow always avoiding falling into her face, despite her head pointing slightly down and to the side. Flicking purple eyes to me for moments before averting them again, Leitha spoke no further.

 

“Well, so it goes then. It is good to make acquaintances of you all.” Smiling I made a superfluous motion to command Sparky to speed up slightly. “Would one of you be so kind as to set a pace for our group? I would rather not dawdle.” I planned to be friendly, but not so much so that they would overstay their welcome. While they may have been able to tell me a few things of interest, completely crippling our movement speed was a bit much.

 

“There's no need to restrain yourself on our account. A burdened horse wouldn't be able to keep pace with us. Go your own speed and we’ll keep up.” Corsair’s offer was thoughtful, but I felt skeptical of the claim. The speed we moved at was really a function of comfort; the cart lacked shocks, and it would be a ridiculous oversight if Ria were to bite her tongue off.

 

Now that they were closer, I once focused my various modes of vision in on them to get a better reading of their general power levels.

 

“Hm?” Leitha raised her head and began glaring around sharply, but immediately dismissed my senses. Her companions looked to her, apparently having great faith in her observational abilities.

 

Yes, that’s quite incredible, but excuse me? My own senses can be sensed? And without use of magic either! This was complete and utter malarkey! How does it even register; at the very least, my <Mage Sight> should be an interpreter found in my own eyeballs, as Tagalong Girl’s were. There shouldn’t be any signals being emitted to be detected in the first place!

 

Magic was magic, and even if I couldn’t make sense of it, that was how things were. Not to mention that I didn’t have the most technical knowledge of how my powers worked in the first place.

 

However it seemed I would have to be a little cautious. From what I gleaned, while they were nowhere near the level of a cleric, the adventurers surpassed regular humans by a rather large margin. Depending on whether they were the world’s Swords of Darkness or Blue Rose I would need to begin taking note of those in the background if normal mortals could ascend to their rank. I was not yet an Overlord, able to ignore any local opposition.

 

Not that I had any ill intentions to the world, of course not! Ria and Tagalong Girl were rather poor analogs...although Ria did seem to be growing some horns, and as a prospective master of undeath I could probably—no, thinking along those lines is not good. 

 

Ignoring such silly thoughts, I drew my mind back to reality to wait and observe.

“Something passed over us...it was only for a fraction of a second, but there was a presence. Not a good one either. I can’t be sure, but it may have been observing us while we were hunting the things in the grass.” Leitha slowly spoke, with the other three tensed up with their hands on their weapons. After staying still for a moment, she swept her head back and forth across the plains. “I can feel it no longer; but it is unlikely that it has left for good, whatever it is.”

 

“We’ll keep on our toes then.” Corsair set the arrow that had flown into his hand back in the quiver. “Leitha has been gifted with an incredible sense of her surroundings. She’s what keeps us safe and alert when we’re out in the wilds. If nothing else, she will make the journey safer for you.” 

 

“That’s good to know. Now why don’t one of you set our pace?” I figured I shouldn’t act as though I was full of trust towards Leitha in just moments, so I ‘dismissed’ her concerns, and once again encouraged them to take the lead. 

 

“If you insist.” Lukas began walking rather briskly, apparently not fond of dithering. 

 

With a jolt, the cart took after him, and the other adventurers were left to jog to catch up to with our sudden departure. I admit that they moved a decent clip; even Vamp would only be able to slightly exceed their speed without dropping into his maximum gait. Well sadly Vamp’s tier fell behind my own— keeping up with human adventurers was a piece of cake.

 

It also served to prove our abilities. After taking off the four readjusted their positions, Lukas falling to the back and Ritz replacing him on point. Corsair seemed on the verge of rebuking their larger companion, but after several minutes of Sparky easily sustaining the pace, his gaze changed to the horse.

 

“That’s a rather fine horse you have there. I wouldn’t think it able to keep up with a cart on its back like this.”

 

“Yes, *Sparky* is quite magnificent. It may be all the excess herbs I’ve fed him over the years. As a novice alchemist, not all my mixtures are successful, but *Sparky*’s constitution is strong enough that he enjoys even the most pungent of my mistakes.” Making up a story on the spot, began thinking of making it a reality at some point. The chances that any studies on the long term effects of potion and reagent consumption were low, and it would be an interesting subject to delve into.

 

Unfortunately, Sparky didn’t actually consume any material. He could technically, but like a titan it would need to be regurgitated. I didn’t want to waste any materials on his specious metabolism, especially since I wholly replaced him on occasion.

 

Internally sighing, I figured it would be some time before I got to try any long term experiments. Even if the basis was unfounded, the ruse made enough sense for Corsair.

 

“Oh so you’re an alchemist then?”

 

“*So, you’re interested in my potions and*— Ah, yes I am. Though not a master of the craft, I made us plenty of coin in our hometown. Unfortunately between making it and keeping it, I’d never much time for learning about other town-ships. Perhaps you could tell us a bit about his area?”

 

“Certainly! This is the range of the Frennec group, a land with a rich and storied history!” Ritz jumped in from the front, eager to join in the conversation. 

 

A sudden burst of expositional fireworks exploded, but they did not captivate me wholly. Taking advantage of the sudden distraction, Leitha stepped closer to Corsair and nudged him. The low-key, nigh-accidental manner, a narrowed glare, and lips that read ‘The horse’; I may not have been aware of all the intimacies of their nonverbal cues just yet, but the fact Leitha was suspicious may as well have been put into writing.

 

Corsair grabbed her shoulder, lightly putting on some pressure in acknowledgement. Not seeming too surprised, his gaze returned to the horse as if hoping to uncover its secrets. 

 

That wouldn’t work, or at least I hoped not. In any case, other than a mildly hostile aura from Leitha, I couldn’t sense any malice or nervousness. I could listen to Ritz begin rambling without worry.

 

And ramble he did. Not that there was nothing of value, but taking out praises of the Patriarch and ‘as the grandson of Erat Frennec’, the conversation would have been a third as long. Half of the substance also happened to be about the trade routes the Frennec group ran, although that was somewhat illuminating. Medean provided almost all the timber required in the 14th Chapter, and with the cheap price of wood, carpenters could naturally make their mark.

 

While the cream rose to the top as masterful craftsmen, those less skilled were still present in an overabundance. They even had a plank-maker’s guild. An entire guild devoted to making planks! They didn’t even diversify into beams! Considering it was better to ship pre-cut planks instead of raw timber elsewhere, it made good sense to do it all at the site of production en masse. Nevertheless, I found the prospect quite novel.

 

Behind me, Tagalong Girl found our situation less enjoyable. Though her stoic reticence softened, no longer averting her eyes from our new traveling companions, she certainly did not seem happy...even less so than usual.

 

Narratively, and perhaps ethically, and I suppose I was stuck in a bit of a bad spot. Had she been naive and chipper, she could be reigned back upon entering the dangerous world, but still be upbeat. However the typical transformation for her dour countenance was to foster storge, but that undermined the whole independence angle. Maturation, and at the same time preserving childhood— without being overly forceful with my own ideas.

 

Well, in the moment I could best express that by whimsically demanding she listen to something she’d rather not to develop her abilities so in the future she could be independent. It makes sense if you think about it just enough.

 

“Lucy, since we can’t continue our lessons, why not learn from another teacher at the moment? Pay a bit more attention to the history of this area.”

 

“If you say Kazuma.”

 

“Knowledge is the Patriarch’s gift, Lucy! You’re lucky to have a brother-in-law who knows the value of an education, most do not have the blessing of such. Why don’t I speak on something more interesting to your young ears then?” I chuckled slightly as Ritz moved back from the front to walking along Tagalong Girl’s side, who slumped deeper into one of the bags of clothing.

“I’ll tell you a tale of our fight with an ankheg. (Upon its description I have changed its name to ankheg for comprehension’s sake; though do take note of the description as there are several differences from the traditional depiction.)

“It was not long ago at all, maybe five weeks back…”

 

“Seven.” Lukas flatly interjected. “Afterwards we spent a week waiting for a boat, and it’s been five and three days since getting off at Rofvnan.”

 

“Seven weeks then, not that it changes what happened. We were making our way south and stopped in Terdri on our way to resupply and sell a few of our catches. It’s not the largest town, but being on the water it gets its fair share of business. Normally it is filled with the hustle of people readying their goods to be ferried downstream; however this time, we arrived to find a settlement abandoned in the wake of disaster.”

 

I smiled as Corsair chuckled and Leitha rolled her eyes. Unfortunately the embellishments didn’t do much for Tagalong Girl, but she at least seemed to be paying some attention. Not that Ritz would notice either way.

 

“The Patriarch did not completely abandon Terdri, but none can argue that there were at least severe damages to the outskirts. Trails of collapsed earth shook many foundations, causing a great deal of destruction. Dozens of trenches from tunnels led towards the market district, with craters that could swallow a wagon, not a small cart like this, but a real covered wagon that takes four oxen to pull.

“Now though we are beast hunters, we still had never before heard of a creature that would do such a thing. Monsters typically trouble travelers, and keep well away from large settlements, so we knew that whatever we were against, it has a temper. As we couldn’t let it run rampant— and the prospects of a reward was almost self evident— we went about questioning the townsfolk for leads.”

 

“Though even before we listened to the reports Leitha had her suspicions.” Corsair reminded “We weren’t going into this completely blind, and a couple eyewitness testimonies aren’t really enough for our profession. Remember to be safe in your travels, there are things even we wouldn’t want to tangle with. If not for Leitha, we would not have stopped.”

 

“Well she was; let’s not get us diluting the tale of the ankheg.”

 

“If this is supposed to be a ‘lesson’ of any sort, it would be better if you talked more of our procedures in handling problems. The way you’re telling it, it will only be of aid if she ends up fighting one.”

 

“Alright, alright…” Ritz easily caved to Corsair, though he didn’t seem to take the meaning of it to heart. Leitha seemed to have witnessed the scene many times before; Corsair sighing, his crusade to have his friend acknowledge her failing for the umpteenth time. Like myself, Lukas watched them all carefully without intervention, with a resigned pity. Ritz, oblivious to many of the undertones hesitated only slightly to clear his throat and pick up the story again. “Then let us elaborate on information gathering. Corsair put down the words of the townsfolk, but I shall lift them up again. Without a doubt, knowledge is the first step in combating the unknown. Splitting up to cover more ground, Lukas and I walked through the wreckage— those in need are more receptive to those with kinder hearts. If those in trouble have something you need, it helps to offer tribute yourself first, which unfortunately isn’t a skill everyone has. While sharing a bit of the meat we’d hunted, we received first-hand accounts from those camping in the wreckage of their homes.

“Four meters long, yet it’s body was two feet thick at it’s widest, it looked like a flattened termite of monstrous size. We were told it had many legs, though the exact count varied from six to dozens, but all agreed each foot had vicious hooks. That, and it had large, flat mandibles bigger than your chest, which it used to tear into the market stalls. Apparently, the creature had an appetite for meat, thank the Patriarch that it did not take the effort of dragging too many away.

“It was mostly content with grabbing a freshly butchered cow or pig, but the damage to the city was great. Even when the guard became aware of the threat, it did not remain long enough to engage no matter how fast they responded. It slowly whittled away at Terdri.”

 

“Concurrently, Leitha and I worked on finding us a reward, and more tactical knowledge of the situation.” Corsair took over the story, with an almost rehearsed air. “Town guards aren’t always the most motivated near Medean, acting as lackeys for a Disciple if the Church has judged the settlement worthy of having the protection. But in this case, with an almost imminent threat to the integrity of the town, we had the blessing of the Patriarch, Disciple Rentra, and the guards themselves. Take advantages when they’re available, and capitalize on those moments when you and someone else can benefit together. From our hunt we had claws and scales that sold easily, ready to become quality armaments, and even managed to collect a few donations for what we would need to catch the creature.

“After getting collecting information on attacks in the surroundings, and a few general patterns on how it reacted when confronted, we met up again to discuss our plan.”

 

“Ankhegs are monstrous and bloodthirsty, but they are naught but overgrown insects! If it spots a threat, its instinct is to scurry back into the hole from whence it came. While we felt confident in our ability to engage it due to this, we needed to end it!”

 

“So we set up a trap. Heading out of town to the east, we brought an old bull as bait.” Unexpectedly, Lukas joined in after one of Ritz’s segments. His voice, like the rest, was starting to become a bit faster than usual. The retelling was so-so, but they were reliving the thrill. I guess you had to have been there.

 

“While it was some rough work, after butchering it out in the fields, we put in some cords of thin rope. It wasn’t our primary plan, but every bit helps, and redundancies are important. We prepared several arrows with long coils attached to them as well— for Leitha, not myself; I’m good with a bow, but she could strike a fly in flight.”

 

“So with the bull slaughtered, all that remained was the wait for it to return. According to the guard, it attacked every few days, and already three had passed without any sign of it. Like the spider for the fly, we waited patiently for its arrival—”

 

“Though he suggested we try something else after half a day of waiting.”

 

“Luckily we didn't pay our impulsive leader any heed this time. Our waiting bore fruit early the next morning; Leitha sensed the tremors in the earth, waking us before it arrived. If she wasn't so quick about it, we may have all been eaten; but in an instant we were up and ready to fight.”

 

“There’s no sensation like awakening as the earth begins to shudder beneath you. Fumbling to arm ourselves as the tremors grew in strength, we’d barely gotten our weapons in hand when the ankheg burst forth. The descriptions given by villagers are usually embellished, but that was not the case. Mandibles like broadswords sank deep into oxen hide, almost bisecting it.

“The simple-minded creature hoped to grab an easy meal and retreat, however it fell into our trap. The layers of firm cord caught along the jagged edges of its mouth, slowing its retreat.”

 

“It wasn't enough though. Our weapons merely shied off the carapace upon striking. Only Lukas’ hammer could leave any impression, and with four limbs its primal flailing could keep us at bay.”

 

“Only the many trials we surpassed together under the watchful eye of the Patriarch suggested that we had a chance against the ankheg. Yet that is more than enough for the faithful! Pressing in close, I locked its left arms down with my sword. Using all my weight, I ended up right against the chitinous hide—the cold ichor could be felt rushing inside the beast even through armor. It was a foul thing not meant to be in the warmth of the sun.” Ritz pulled out his sword and began playing out his part of the battle.

 

Now that he had it out, I realized the weight of the little blade. The base looked to be more a hexagonal shape than diamond—unless it was made with a super-light fantasy metal, or aluminum, it would weigh more than a normal sword a foot longer than it.

 

They were approaching the climax, but I only lent them half an ear; I'd lived better stories in my time. Instead, I watched the dry earth crack when Ritz stepped into a wholehearted swing, even as he kept pace. His muscles tensing, before a chaotic finish.

 

Lukas presented a few swings as well, not putting as much power into it, but also exhibiting a mechanical level of control.

 

Corsair took over the story as Ritz got caught up in replicating the battle. With his eyes closed, he reenacted his moves, almost in his own world, except for the fact he followed Corsair’s cues. If not for the bowman taking time to tell the actions of Lukas and Leitha, it would almost appear as if Ritz was fighting an invisible ankheg.

 

For me that would tell a much truer story, given their mediocre mastery of a language I wasn't truly fluent in, but it sufficed for Tagalong Girl. She may not have been enraptured, it managed to hold her attention.

 

Perhaps I could teach her a bit about their differences in styles; she was in part a visual learner. It would be good to capitalize on the demonstration while the memory was fresh. I didn't want to tip my hand too badly though, and voicing criticisms and weaknesses of their group could be a bit gauche.

 

Well, I'd see what time it was when we made camp.

 

For the time being, I let Ritz and Corsair tell their long-winded tale of whittling down the ankheg.

            

    
        Chapter 100:Disagreeable Methodology

    
    
    
    
                 Unsurprisingly, Ritz asked to call for a halt shortly before sundown. As using <Light> just to get a bit more distance didn't make for an appealing decision, I agreed. After all, the four had already exceeded my expectations.

 

The high grasses of the shrubland were suffering an incursion of bushes. About five feet in height, an individual bush would be almost perfectly spherical, but they grew close together making it look almost like a rendering program accidentally overlapped their shapes. Along with a distinctive green-gray leaf, dark in hue, but waxy enough that it almost had a silvery sheen, I could easily identify it.

 

“A Yotta bush? While it's apparent they can thrive in the wild out here, aren't they typically found in more mountainous regions?” Seeing Corsair removing the almost woody leaves from an area, he was at least aware of what they were.

 

Frisbee throwing a few off into the distance, he shrugged.

 

“We’re getting close to the river. Medean sits pretty close, so a lot of traders pass nearby. Seeds from all over probably get carried away by the current and sailors. All sorts of weird plants will show up for a season or a few years. These grasses keep them away for the most part though.” Taking a some deep breaths, he set back to work.

 

While more of an agility type than Ritz and Lukas, Corsair still wasn't lacking in muscle. Even so, in stubbornly wanting to set up their tents, they needed to cut down a space. Here the grass grew three feet high, and two of the primary species were cylindrical and rigid. Trying to push it over just snapped it, leaving an uncomfortable lump. 

 

They'd rather take out their machetes and hack away at the brush than sleep on the dirt road, or try making a more novel shelter. Ritz said it was to show how they would set up camp to Tagalong Girl. She silenced her sighs, but they were frequent enough that it seemed like she was breathing harder than the beast hunters.

 

What an absolute trial, simply watching them back away at the brush...be thankful you sleep in the back of the wagon little girl.

 

“Right, I might as well help so Lucy can get on with her regular lessons.” Turning around, I reached down into the cart, and grabbed a sword from <Inventory>. Spinning it about in my wrist to get a feel for its weight, I spared a glance towards Lukas to match his strength.

 

And whishhhk-k-k…

 

Cleanly slicing several inches, before leaving another of jagged tops, perhaps I'd not lowered my strength far enough. Even at the height I struck the plants were fairly dense, and my work looked like someone sawed partway through a log before breaking it off. It was much to clean for a manual strike to freestanding grass.

 

Using my foot to push it over near the roots, I cut near the base, gathered the stalks, then tossed them aside.

 

Either no one noticed the excessive display, or weren't confident in what they saw, so I continued to help scalp the small patch of land. The labor was a bit droll, but my stamina didn't even consider inching down. With some invisible support from <Mage Hand>, the bases of stiff grasses were crushed back down. Layers deep roots gave an uncomfortably spongy feel to the ground, and tamping it gave it at least some semblance of rigidity.

 

However level ground sufficed to set up the tents. They had two tents, which were fairly simple set-ups. One was rectangular with higher poles in the middle, more comfortable for sleeping in; while the other was pitched like a low circus tent, to cover more ground and meant to store more luggage.

 

Tagalong Girl disembarked the wagon to learn the proper way to pitch tents, with proper knots and stake angles and whatnot. Proactive in her choosing, she stepped up to Lukas’ side to observe. Well, if she wasn't particularly thrilled with her lesson, it was good she could at least mitigate how irritating it would be.

 

While she learned some trivial, yet ultimately useful stuff, I hopped over to Ria.

 

“*Heyo, heyo, wake up! We can't eat if you're sleeping!*” I didn't shout the line properly, but I also didn't have a partner to say it with, so fidelity was a no-go out of the gate. Besides, spooking Ria awake in front of company was not nice. 

 

Okay, or any other time, but it was especially detrimental with Ritz and Co. around.

 

“Hey lass, open those eyes to the sight of your handsome Kazuma. I've got a right tasty bowl of stew to tide you over ‘till dinner.” Rummaging through my ‘packs’, I brought out what was needed for a suitably hearty cold meal that could be explained away without having access to a fire. “We’ll be traveling with some adventurers for a few days, so mealtimes will probably get switched up for a little while.”

 

“Hannnnd it over.” After several weeks of feeding her mana, Ria seemed to have stabilized. Constantly short of breath, slurring only about a syllable out of four and being generally more level-headed was a relieving improvement.

 

Grabbing the bowl out of my hands, a small amount slopped over the side. Using mechanical movements that overshot, or were corrected after realizing her arm wasn't quite in the right place, despite a lack of finesse and strength, it was a lot more reliable than it used to be. I couldn't tell if the results were due to the natural progression of the condition, or because of a physical therapy angle. Probably both, so when Ria was active, I tried getting her to move about a bit more than she otherwise would.

 

“Don’t just slump back, try sitting properly for once.”

 

“I'd like sommmme food to get to my faaaace.” Refusal. Not being insulted every time she regained consciousness was pleasant, but she still acted a bit ornery. “Can't do thaaaat if I'm woooobbling upright.”

 

“Then at least don't fall back asleep as soon as you're done. Eventually you can get out of this cart, and that day’ll come faster if you make an effort.” Probably; at the very least exercise didn't seem to inhibit her ability to take in mana, or use up some store. Well, there was some reservoir of vitality, but the size of that reservoir didn't shrink with activity.

 

In any case, Ria didn't seem enthralled by the idea.

 

“So what? Just goinnnng to ride along anyway. Let meeee eat and go away.”

 

“Think more positively; after you've gotten better, you'll want to move about on your own, won't you?” Steadily consuming the stew, Ria stopped responding. “Just keep that in mind. When we finally figure something out, you'll be the one regretting you didn't put in any effort.”

 

I couldn't just force her to exercise, and it wasn't like a cure was over the next hill. For the short term I just accepted the progress that came with time.

 

Fiddling with my grave shadows, luckily it wasn’t all that long before Lukas finished setting up the tent. While there was plenty to be learned from our traveling companions, very little of it would be practical for Tagalong Girl. 

 

While her back turned away, I sent her spear flying. Lukas tensed up, and drew in a breath to shout something, but that was enough for her to dodge to the side and reach out to grab the projectile. She only managed to knock it off course, but that was still impressive.

 

“What was that?” Ritz called out. Only catching the event in the corner of their eyes, he, Corsair, and Leitha made their way over with weapons drawn. Lukas on the other hand glued his eyes to Tagalong Girl.

 

With the knowledge that it was just me, her choice to grab the spear and move evasively was understandable. Still, good habits should be encouraged with practical lessons. A few balls of tightly knotted grasses flew by her. Attempting to move out of the way, Tagalong Girl ended up crashing into the thicket.

 

“Evaluate your surroundings as you react. You’re much more nimble than before, but lying on the ground puts you at a mighty disadvantage.” A sphere of vegetation impacted, before I knelt down to put together some more solid projectiles.

 

Tagalong Girl properly grasped her weapon before standing up. Throwing more grass towards her, she used the spear to bat it away despite still getting on her feet.

 

“Well, this...it may not be my—” For the first time since we met him, Ritz seemed to be at a loss for words. As it he did not have a strong presence and wavered in his objection, we ignored him, freely cutting him off.

 

“Alrighty then, good work! It looks like ‘Intro to Projectiles’ is almost complete. Your final exam will start with 15 minutes. Every time you’re hit, I’ll add more time to the *clock*. Of course I won’t throw everything I’ve got, but you are allowed any means to try and pass.” Her win condition remained the same practical task in all of her combat training; to survive.

 

Even as I dictated my expectations for the end of her first step of training, Tagalong Girl already had the presence of mind to begin backing up and examining the land more carefully. She’d grown a lot since leaving Salt Village, becoming at least as capable as some of those Poran fellows, at least in terms of technique. Though I did deserve a pat on the back for my excellent tutoring, it was her definitely unchildlike drive that supported her growth. 

 

She was like this when I found her. Don’t treat me oddly because of this Corsair.

 

Unfortunately from the looks on the adventurer’s faces, the training went beyond their expectations. Well, I wasn’t about to sacrifice the efficacy of Tagalong Girl’s instruction, so they would have to deal with some evasive answers in the future. At the moment, I pitched two clods towards my student.

 

The more accurate of the two was knocked down, while she leaned slightly to avoid the other. Feet moving slightly to maintain her center of balance, she otherwise remained still. Streaks of green flew towards her at an increasing rate; each one was countered, but the hair by which they were dodged was completely accidental in some of the cases.

 

Bend like a reed in the wind, little one.

 

I sagely thought the line to myself, even as I readied my arm for a fastball. Tagalong Girl’s dodging, in particular the gracefully small moves and economy of motion demonstrated were superb. It would be better for her not to escape the trial unscathed though. It was only the one area with great promise; even if I didn’t want to be discouraging practically speaking all she could do was deflect attacks.

 

Slightly leading one of my shots, a mushy projectile exploded on her left arm. The energy from the impact dispersed the lightly pulped grass, but enough momentum transferred to send Tagalong Girl stumbling across the ground. Struggling to scamper away from a weak follow up, she began pushing her way into a sparser part of the thicket.

 

“What is going on?” Ritz interposed himself, with a sharp tone. Beyond him, Tagalong Girl’s movement through the grass slowed for a second, but I waved her along. Being distracted fit within ‘any means’ although she didn’t exactly instigate it. I would land a few additional hits later to make up for lost time in that case. 

 

Though Ritz stood before me, Tagalong Girl’s disappearance into the foliage remained unobstructed. While not short for normal folk, I was still at least a head taller than him, which also didn’t do much for what I assumed was meant to be an intimidating stance. Hoping it wasn’t, I wanted to quickly mollify the adventurers and get back to business.

 

“As much fun as simply relaxing together is, Lucy can’t forgo training altogether. While not the greatest spearman in the world, I am quite confident in my ability to teach what I know to her. And a part of that is vigorous training.”

 

“Patriarch knows, she’s only, what? Nine? What justification could you have for teaching a child to fight?” Head shaking as he spoke, his hair appeared amusingly animated, writhing about. 

 

“Is there any reason not to?” While slightly unusual, training Tagalong Girl didn’t seem like something that deviated from the setting too much. “We walk a dangerous road, and it is best she learns early. Besides, there’s little else in the way of productive habits as we travel.” Shrugging, I tried watching the fields from the corner of my eye. Using magic to find her would be unsportsmanlike. 

 

Corsair’s hand clapped down on Ritz’s shoulder to calm him, but his narrowed eyes focused on me.

 

“Understandable, but your methods feel excessive. Children should be able to choose their own path in life— even if it is useful in the future, let Lucy have this time. An education is fine, but wait until she’s at least grown before teaching her to fight.”

 

“You seem to be under the misapprehension that I’m forcing her into training.” I may have encouraged it, but Tagalong Girl definitely sought to improve of her own accord. “We’re traveling to find a cure for Rea; there’s no telling how long that will take, but the both of us will go to the ends of the earth if need be. Lucy is young, but she understands we aren’t on a mere day trip. Please do not ask of me to disservice her by withholding any lesson that can help aid her sister.”




“I…I see. If that is what she wants…”  Ritz bowed his head away from my stare after a moment, eyes wandering until they met with Corsair’s, who had stepped up to his side. From there a silent argument ensued; generally in agreement, but disapproving of each other’s desired compromise.

 

 Unlike his previous tempered reactions, Corsair’s tense face showed stern disapproval. Ritz backed off too much— if that’s the case, then he shouldn’t have hinted on how I could placate him. Displaying a penchant for extremes, though Ritz hesitantly accepted my explanation, he shook his head, probably denying any interference at all. 

 

Despite being able to converse without words, they failed to come to a resolution together. Hissing slightly through clenched teeth, Corsair decided to continue holding things up.

 

“Even if she does, this is too extreme. Perhaps a spar now and again, but making her into being the target of a manhunt? Even if there is no inherent danger she’ll still feel pressure from it, even more so seeing how seriously she takes it. It may help, but you underestimate the mental weight this training causes.”

 

“Ah, so I suppose you can assess what Lucy can handle better than I?” Scoffing, a soft rebuttal wouldn’t work quickly against him. “Just what kind of training can she handle then?”

 

“Look, I understand she can’t live an idyllic lifestyle, but as her elder you need to think about the consequences she doesn’t understand. A path of—”

 

“Corsair, it’s unacceptable to try and force a middle ground into this situation. If it is her will, then we have no place to intercede. At most we can offer her our own tutoring while we are with them.”

 

“You!” Corsair’s face reddened. “Just a moment ago you were asking what possible justification there could be!”

 

“And the answer he gave leads me to accept the situation. It’s not one that inspires me, but for the same reason I will not interfere.”

 

As short as their responses to one another were, the gravitas that weighed down their heavy speech and laden pauses felt excessive to me. A philosophical conflict of friends is fantastic drama—one any observer would be loathe to pass up, but it just wasn’t the time.

 

“Thank you for recognizing the importance of the matter Ritz. Now, if you’ll excuse me…”

 

“Listen—”

 

While internally groaning at Corsair’s attempted interruption, he was surprisingly interrupted by Leitha in turn. Although glancing in my direction, she avoided direct eye contact. Though saying it was nervousness or the like doesn’t do justice to her personality. It may have just been being able to read the mood, but the way Leitha’s eyes slid around my personal space made my skin sense a slithering sensation. 

 

Turned slightly away so her lips couldn’t be read, the way Corsair turned to me afterwards made me feel wrongfully maligned. Even so, however the words were phrased, he didn’t seem willing to contend with me at the moment.

 

Letting out an exasperated sigh of relief, I gave a nod of thanks to Ritz. Comprehending the situation, accepting it despite his dislike; I felt gratitude— even if his interpretation was slightly misled, that was no fault of his own.

 

Taking some advantage of the high tension in the air I momentarily activated <Mage Sight>. Perhaps she was distracted, or the magical response was somehow different, but Leitha only reacted a few seconds after it had already deactivated. It seemed whatever she saw only detected magic by proxy. An interesting revelation, but it was time for me to play a bit with Tagalong Girl.

            

    
        Sidestory 100.1: Training

    
    
    
    
                Why were they bothering to travel with the adventurers? To Alric, any defense they add is negligible, and the trivia they offered up is of little use. Even he seems to find them a bit of a nuisance, so why be so accepting of them? Surely they could have been turned away.


The cart jostled up and down, not meant to be traveling at such a speed, but Imira managed to wiggle into a position comfortable enough as she listened to the over-exuberant story of how they had defeated a creature that reminded her of Alric’s description of an ankheg. Like most things related to her ‘teacher’ the fine details were mismatched, but not enough to be surprising.


Similarly, their tale of baiting out the beast felt unsurprising as well, despite their rising voices. While she was sure that in person it must have been quite the encounter, hearing about it second hand felt underwhelming to say the least. There simply wasn’t enough...practicality in it. When they began reenacting the battle, she watched with more interest, but none of it was meant for use with a spear.


As they prepared to set up camp, Imira had the ill luck for Ritz to offer showing her how. On top of that, the way Alric gazed across the grassland indicated he wouldn’t be beginning their lessons at the moment. Instead, Ritz gleefully strode over, all smiles.


“Setting up for the night is one of the most important parts of any traveler’s lifestyle; but goes double for adventurers, since they travel into more dangerous areas. Though you don’t always have a choice, picking a good location to rest is the foundation of sleeping safely.” Stepping into the thick grass, it swallowed him up to below the shoulders. “While the visibility in such an area as poor, as experienced adventurers, the fact that the grass will impede others outweighs that, not to mention the noise they’d need to make to approach us.

“Another thing to note is that our location isn’t one that would attract anything around here. That’s a tip more useful in areas with higher populations of beasts; even if we did get to the river, there aren’t usually enough dangerous creatures in the area that they would chance upon us like that.”


Why immediately provide an exception to what you just said? What if you misjudged the population of the area?


“Are there really not many monsters here?” Instead of her thoughts, Imira asked a less pointed question. Considering how many times Alric pointed out creatures lurking in the distance, if that represented a small population, than her confidence in making it alone would sink.


“Haha, you must have been a bit unlucky if you’re asking that! No, I don’t mean to mock your concern. We’ve not even run into half a dozen creatures, and we’ve been out here for a little over a week. It’s not even that profitable out here, but we lost a bit of gear, so we need to work our way up to peak condition again.”


Less than six? Were they all blind? Alric pointed out at around three beasts each day before they met up. There could be a thousand and one reasons for the discrepancy, considering his strange abilities, but the least favorable of them was the adventurers simply didn’t notice the full danger of the area.


Her evaluation of the quartet dropped a bit more. Not that Ritz was going to stop his tutorial, but at least she received short respite as the grass was being cleared away to make room for the tents, though she didn’t quite understand why they didn’t just camp on the road instead of expending so much effort. Laboring hard as the sun slid lower, Alric eventually couldn’t contain his impatience and hopped down from the wagon to help.


Imira shuddered slightly, for some reason it felt like he should have sat back and watched with boundless patience. Despite being manic at times, he rarely pushed anything faster than its natural pace, acting quickly only in his own actions. Then again, it also grew close to the time for her own training.


Perhaps whatever felt off about him was due to training being pushed back— even if he emitted an unsettling feeling because of it, Imira felt relaxed at the same time. Prioritizing her to even that degree made her confident. She still treasured every bit of reassurance that the journey wasn’t a whim to be discarded. 


As Imira also desired to get on with her training, she stepped up to help the quiet adventurer with setting up the tents. He remained blessedly silent, only slightly slowing down as he tied the hitches to anchor the posts. Most were things she’d seen once or twice before, learned and forgotten, resurfacing as she watched and helped hold the tent.


“You're quick. Though without a tent, I question how helpful this will be.” Lukas commented dryly, almost to the point of sarcasm. “Does Kazuma tend to teach you these sorts of camping skills as well? You seem to travel fairly comfortably in your cart, most of these routines are...well, I shouldn't say pointless.”


“His lessons focus on tasks that require knowledge or physical training. I'm not sure what he envisioned me learning by doing this either.”


“Physical training? Well, learning is good, but enjoy your youth while you have it. I don't think Kazuma would mind if you want some respite.”


“Hmp.” Lukas was slightly taken aback by her scoff. Pursing his lips, he took his time absentmindedly setting up the tent while searching for words.


“Being able to take care of yourself and those around you is something to strive for; but take care when pushing yourself. Time lost can't be regained.” Uncomfortable with how he phrased things, Imira was thankful that at least he wasn't further pressing an issue he knew nothing about.


Continuing the moderate physical labor for a short while longer, the tent quickly formed as Lukas did his best to explain the trivial reasons. Reaching the end of the task, they ended up standing around. It looked like he was still trying to think of some subject to engage her in, but ended up too reluctant to start on a topic she would find meaningful. Such a half-hearted attempt to avoid hypocrisy.


“How about we talk about the Frennec Group? It’ll provide some context for Ritz, and they are quite influential in this region. They're one of the primary lumber distributors, and I’m sure you know how integral it is to this region. One reason for this is their presence on the waterway—” Lukas began to monologue, but abruptly cut himself off with a panicked look.


Instinctively Imira threw herself to the side, swinging her arm out. A burning sensation spread across her hand from the friction of the spear, but she was lucky enough to have even gotten that close to catching it. No, it wasn’t luck. From the outside it only seemed to be a fluke, however this was a result of her own effort.


Picking up the spear, Imira noticed Lukas keeping an eye on her. She spared no more than a glance; Alric would chastise her for being distracted in an obviously combative situation. Then training would be appropriately scaled back.


“What was that?” Their leader called out, rushing over with his weapon drawn. Despite his readiness to spring into action, Imira found his composure lacking. Bouncing around on the balls of his feet, he kept looking around incapable of figuring out what was happening.


Stumbling into the tall grass, green mass impacted the ground. Imira didn’t have time to shudder, but a chill ran up her spine. Contrary to its appearance as a MacGyvered ball of plants, the fact that it affected the environment more than chunks of stone had her gritting her teeth. The next shot could be mitigated at best.


“Hik!” Escaping into the brush may have been a good strategy, but struggling to push through left her open. Since the two heavy warning shots landed at her side, she noticed. She noticed, but the course of things was already set. 


Torquing from the impact, she twisted into the ground. Ignoring the pain in her arm, Imira pushed on, encouraged to take shelter by a relatively mild followup. The misses were almost as discouraging as being hit. That almost felt worse than being hit.


Only a glutton for pain would ever want to be hit by the full force of Alric’s attacks, but with things so perfectly tailored, it felt as though her efforts were in vain. A terrifyingly forceful opening, getting the adrenaline pumping; a hit just hard enough for lasting pain, but left a minor bruise at worst; and a final attack to keep her moving, but not so much as to overwhelm her.


Uncontestable progress— it just happened that Imira moved along the lowest rungs of capability. 


Even so, she fought on, taking each minor advantage. Staying in the village would have left her as a nobody nowhere. Discouraging it may be to compare her abilities to his, it was something to struggle against.


“What’s going on?” It took a few moments, but the adventurers responded, approaching with weapons drawn. They didn’t seem to have the philosophy of ‘CONSTANT VIGILANCE!’ that Alric shouted for. A moment in an ambush is life and death, surprise and hesitation were second only to a lack of technique in regards to failure. Only those truly strong could afford to enter battle so leisurely, and even then it remained a mark of arrogance.


Imira wondered if Alric thought himself arrogant, or was unaware of the irony.


Despite the adventurers’ armed approach, Alric barely glanced their way. Instead, he simply went on announcing her task.


“Alrighty then, good work! It looks like Intro to Projectiles is almost complete. Your final will start with 15 minutes. Every time you’re hit, I’ll add more time to the clock. I won’t be giving it all I’ve got, but of course you are allowed any means to pass.” Alric smiled, juggling as he gave the objective. Though his shoulder slumped slightly with an easygoing presence, Imira knew it was just patience. He always gave time for her to start with a mistake. Against another it might be time to act proactively, but she could almost feel the impact that would come from trying to bolt now. The balls of vegetation rose and fell for several cycles before the circle broke.


Snapping her spear to the side, compacted grass exploded away from her as she turned to dodge another. No room to relax, at least space could be found as Alric did not use his storage magic in front of strangers. Only so many projectiles could be prepared at once, and they were unstable and took time to make.


Released in bursts, Imira turned out of the way when possible Every swipe of the spear jolted her wrists, pushing her joints to their limits to move the spear in time. Blocking attacks pushed her back, inviting further punishment. Passing at abnormal speeds, steadily growing closer, Imira’s breath became heavier.


It should be impossible to not get hit once amongst such a storm, but Alric worked very carefully to match her capabilities. Only in her most perfect state could Imira keep up, so she learned to not make mistakes. Again Imira recognized what Alric wanted her to do, but she could only spit at the unfairness of it all. Never make a mistake? No matter how much that pushed limits and honed skills, wasn’t it just delaying inevitable failure?


Failure painfully shot into her left arm, hardly even a mistake, just the result of dodging every other attack. Imira didn’t have time to consider how things could have gone better; in ‘fairness’ Alric’s challenges could always be done perfectly, however awkwardly rolling away from the followup kept her occupied. Hardier shoots and shrubs jabbed, while loose plant matter caught in her hair.


“What’s going on?” Ritz shouted. Imira winced as he blocked her view of Alric’s hands. Hesitantly, she began slinking away, watching Alric’s head which remained visible above the adventurer. Waving her on, he confirmed that the argument was fair play. Imira redoubled her speed through the thicket. Fair it may be, but he would want to make up for lost time.


Putting them in the distance behind her, Imira had no second thoughts about eavesdropping. What Alric thought of her intrigued her, but since leaving the village his speech turned ethereal. Whatever he told Ritz would be a strange phrasing of truths from outright lies. Having a real conversation with him seemed impossible, Alric either listened or told you something, otherwise he was talking aloud to himself.


In the end Imira relied on herself to get through each day. Alric merely provided an opposing force that warded away any danger. Disappearing into the dense grasses and around yotta bushes, soon rustling wind drowned out the sound of others. With the spherical bushes blocking the view, she moved in a straight path before finding an open area to stand her ground.


Impatiently adjusting her stance and hands, Imira idled uncomfortably, unsure of how to best ready herself. She’d become acquainted with the spear, but at over five feet in length and made of dense hardwood, no matter how familiar, she didn’t have the body strength to wield it indefinitely.


Trying to scan the surrounding landscape for Alric’s approach, she couldn’t sense anything out of place. Several minutes passed, so he must have started coming after her. It could just be a ploy to catch her. Or he could be herding an animal in her direction. That wasn’t the point of the exercise, but Imira wouldn’t put it past him.


Straining her eyes for too long, they began to water. Cursing in her head, Imira almost wiped her eyes, but heard a sound slightly deeper into the grasses. What was he waiting for? Did he want her to clear her vision, taking an upfront risk, or to learn to deal with debuffs? An infinite number of possibilities and Alric wanted her prepared for all of them.


Unable to suppress blinking any longer, Imira jumped to one side, using the spear to alter course midway before wiping her eyes.


As nothing happened in response it seemed a silly sight, but Imira only grew more worried. What was Alric doing? He should have at least— 


“Ah!” In her hunched posture, something came down from the sky, hitting her square between the shoulderblades. A hearty chuckle came from the brush to her front.


“An excellent show of mitigating risk. But remember, that’s why it’s important to expect the unexpected. If an opponent is experienced and making nonsensical moves, it is probably meant to catch you off guard. Especially older warriors— if they made foolish decisions they wouldn’t have lived that long.”


Imira silently accepted the advice, contorting herself to dodge three more throws, using her spear to deflect and block two after. With the sixth whistling by her ear, Imira’s heart pounded. If instead the first attack had been deflected, there would have been an opportunity to dodge the entire volley. As usual, she hadn’t been able to notice fast enough. How could it be possible for anyone was a mystery.


“Don’t look so worried, you never would have even seen that last week. Just practice, practice, practice.”


Reaching to his side, Alric’s hands tore up the grass as if it were wisps of cotton candy, instead of a resilient, fibrous plant. Crouching down, twisting and tying it with other plant matter, a new pile of projectiles quickly formed to be sent flying soon after.


Aggressively stepping forward as green confetti spread through the air, Imira pushed herself for a moments rest on her own terms. However it only gained enough time for two deep breaths. The onslaught started in earnest, with the time between volleys rapidly decreasing. Despite the constant stream of attacks, Imira kept in time with the rhythm. 


Before long, she was pushed to where even her bones ached. Muscles struggling to keep up, eventually fatigue led to sloppy movements, and painfully sore limbs made concentration difficult. After managing to hold out for so long, Imira was struck due to her clouded judgement. 


“Five more minutes.” Alric reported in a robotic fashion. There were no hints at this stage, Imira was giving her all just to stay focused, unable to process anything else.


Before the challenge had been a test of skill, but it devolved.


Each movement leaden, no longer could she knock down or avoid every attack even if she knew how to. And whenever the grass so much as grazed her, Alric called out a time extension. There wasn’t really any point to it anymore, she couldn’t keep dodging.


Imira attempted to continue in spite of that. Moving through ingrained habit, she found herself persevering through the pain. Alric hadn’t let up, so neither would she.


With solid impacts her vision grew hazy...

            

    
        Sidestory 100.2: Suspicion

    
    
    
    
                “Something just doesn’t feel right about Kazuma.” Corsair dropped to the ground, exhausted. The party’s thinking was generally left to him, and he was beginning to regret not pushing the trio away more forcefully. 

 

“Certainly he’s not the naive merchant I expected when we spotted him, but speaking ill of him is too much.” Ritz sounded as if he would get a bit preachy in a moment if he didn’t watch his words. Corsair didn’t mind too much, his passion was part of what gave their group direction. 

 

“You’re not being cautious enough. Remember what Leitha said? The spirits are uneasy around him…”

 

“Yet he’s done nothing. I recall the spirits aren’t quite fond of myself either.” Ritz folded his arms, looking at the half-elf.  Averting his eyes to the ground, Corsair had forgotten he once heard it couched in those terms. Turning around, he silently pleaded to Leitha.

 

“It’s much worse. They’re uneasy near you...but he—repels them. Not just him. They are cautious of Rea, Lucy confuses them.”

 

“Patriarch knows why that is. I know the spirits have aided us countless times, but they aren’t fit to judge. Use your own head when evaluating others.”

 

“I’ll keep it in mind. So let’s start while they’re still out...training.” Taking out an arrow, Corsair rolled it back and forth along his fingers. The action they needed to take was extraordinary, Ritz wasn’t willing, and he didn’t believe he could change his mind.

 

Lukas patted his shoulder, before walking by to sit between him and Ritz. Corsair almost lost balance of the arrow as looked over his friend’s calm demeanor. He’d been the one to convince Ritz to rescue Leitha, seeing Kazuma’s treatment of Lucy usually would have him in silent rage.

 

Ritz and Leitha stood, while Corsair and Lukas sat, the four of them waiting for another to speak the first word. Unsurprisingly, Lukas broke the silence.

 

“What we need to decide is if we’re going to continue travelling with them. Kazuma is not weak, and perhaps capable of protecting both girls alone. Our decision depends on how we feel about their company.” Lukas turned from Corsair to Ritz as he continued. “Lucy’s desires may be asking for his support, but it is a rough form of training. Staying with them will give us a chance to refine Kazuma’s ways. I can say little on the matter of spirits, but if I recall they act oddly around magic-users.”

 

Talking slowly, Lukas gave each member the point they wanted to focus on. Not one for speaking out of turn, the way he framed a matter gave enough insight to his position. Of course, he would still answer when one of them asked something of him.

 

“Ritz made his reasons clear, but how can you let Lucy remain with Kazuma? Even if he claims it is in her interest, this isn’t the sort of thing we can just let go. The intensity of those throws was absurd no matter how lighthearted he acted.” Corsair clenched his fists as he recalled Kazuma’s pitch. The four of them fought for a living, there was no way he couldn’t deduce the power hidden in those wiry arms. Corsair’s own build was similar, but exerting enough strength to knock someone down with such a light object went past impressive and into the territory of suspicious. Unrelentingly throwing like that at a child...he couldn’t see how the others could just stand by.

 

“She is still a child, but I suspect she’s more suited to his ways than you would think.” Lukas huffed to himself. “I get the feeling that having him let up on her would be the same as failing. He’s pushing her along a razor’s edge, not just overwhelming her. And it’s because she can succeed—”

 

“Just because she can succeed, doesn’t mean we should let her be pushed that far! People can manage in all sorts of situations—” Corsair wondered if he’d forgotten about Leitha’s situation prior to joining them. She had managed just the same, but Lukas wouldn’t let it pass that time.

 

“Did you notice when I intervened though? I wasn’t sure at first, but Kazuma’s description explains it. When she stopped running away, she looked back for his signal. When he waved her on, she wasn’t taking off due to anxiety. This is a passion. She seeks strength on her own.”

 

“She’s still too young to know about the repercussions. We managed because we had our group. The path of blood, it isn’t meant to be traversed lightly. Even if she can manage physically, there’s the greater weight of conscience. Do you really think Kazuma can teach her how to carry that?”

 

“The load of Man’s heart should not be shared.”

 

“Yeah, yeah…” The conversation shifted to one from the past. Ritz still believed that the support they gave one another came just from the knowledge of having someone beside them. But how many times did Corsair, Lukas, and Leitha aid him, resolving his troubles alongside him? Even if two people weren’t close, culpability could be shared, it was coming together that made life easier, not just knowing someone was there.

 

Just reciting a few lines brought about a somber mood. Travelling for so many years, all had long since learned how to put death behind them, but it wasn’t pleasant looking back.

 

“Let’s leave them behind soon. Judging aside, if spirits act strangely around them, we are disadvantaged. Helping the girl is good, but we have no way to.” Leitha’s soft speech resonated with the wild, even those at a distance would hear it if she wished. Corsair found it soothing, but Ritz would often complain that it felt ‘itchy’.

 

“Is it really that serious? We should at least go with them to the next town. Even if Kazuma puts you on edge, he appears good natured. Even if he doesn’t need us to guard him, the company will be welcome. It would be a bit rude for us to just take off without reason.” Why did Ritz always suggest things he didn’t want to do? Uncomfortable with taking action to help the girl, or stopping her ‘training’, he kept insisting on staying. By the Patriarch, he still hesitated so long as he thought he could understand and it didn’t go against Tian Meng.

 

So long as they were faced with something immoral, Ritz would unhesitatingly lead the charge. However he was weak against shades of grey and sophistry; he didn’t trust his gut for things like this.

 

“Rudeness is immaterial. The spirits have never been this upset before. Never.” Corsair sat close enough to notice Leitha’s eyes darting towards the brush where Lucy and Kazuma ran off.  It may have been his imagination, but the spirits surrounding her felt agitated in a way that stirred up old memories. Ones where the four of them were massively overwhelmed.

 

“Even if he is a wizard, he couldn’t possibly be that powerful.” Corsair shook his head. Leitha’s held a strong bond with the spirits, the only wizard able to shake her control was in contact with the temple of Medean, yet had enough power that the Church could only hire him. Escaping only because the skirmish was incidental, Kazuma holding that kind of power made little sense. “Why would he move about as some sort of alchemist, or accept our company so readily? Not to mention the physical strength of magic users is typically low…”

 

“If not, he carries something similar in power. This is not something easily mistaken. Whatever his motives, he endangers us.”

 

Were it anyone other than Leitha, he would have retorted. Given their history, Corsair couldn't bring himself to do so. His ideals didn't go so far as to prioritize a stranger, though the thought still left him unsettled.

 

“Lukas, have you anything more to say? At least bless my ears with a reason that doesn’t reek of paranoia or hypocrisy.” Ritz knew their argument was reaching its end. He could be stubborn at times, but if he didn’t consider others at all, the four wouldn’t have stayed together for so many years. Still, his biting words signaled that this event would surface in future discussions.

 

“Let’s part ways with them in the morning. It would be polite to guard them one last night before moving on; I don’t particularly feel the need to show them any ill will.”

 

“You still aren’t taking his presence seriously enough.”

 

“Yet that is soon enough, is it not? By the Patriarch Leitha, an accord has been reached, let that be enough, for there are no words that will convince me to trust your spirits over my own experience.” 

 

Warily looking between the cart and the vegetation Kazuma vanished into, Leitha fell silent before turning back to the main campground. Hesitation a moment, Corsair quickly followed after her.

 

“He can be a bit too stubborn with his own ideas, you know?” Sounding much less rhetorical than planned, he matched his stride to hers. 

 

“Even so, he’s acquiesced. I am thankful for that, but you have no idea how great the danger is. The spirits are everywhere and filled with power. For them to shrink back to this extent is absurd, humans are unable to interact with them, so they should continue on as if they did not exist.”

 

“As Lukas said, it may be a matter of him being a mage instead of an alchemist. Magic is a special kind of devilry, who knows—” 

 

“A devilry much like the manipulations of spirits? Perhaps be a little more aware in your comparison.” Leitha pointed out his error with an enthusiasm a little too on the nose of elvish stereotypes. 

 

Despite a rare show of levity, she sat down on the grass and began taking care of her bow. The spirits called were ephemeral, and despite their obedience, they never lingered. Bowing her head, gently whispering in the elven tongue, nature swooned.

 

As far as Corsair knew only elves could see spirits, and even they concentrated to do so. However with experience, he picked up on the subtleties of their wake. Arm-sized currents of air appeared, hardly forceful enough to send a leaf astray. Not several, many dozens of such currents were picked out by his keen eye watching motes of dust erratically take on a new path. Surely there were a good deal more shimmying zephyrs; if not for a bright sky, with the clear air and his own limitations Corsair wouldn't see it at all.

 

Like light dancing on the bottom of streambed, even a glimpse of it was captivating. Leitha sat with her legs crossed, hair gently tossed about as spirits passed into her bow. Those unfamiliar with the sight would think it dull, but Corsair remained enraptured in the silence.

 

Remaining silent for much longer than usual, she must have been calling at least the same count as when they fought against the tribe of goblin shamans near the lumber yards. In fact, as time passed, Corsair grew worried. Communing with spirits was a request, yet after particularly large tasks, Leitha would become visibly exhausted. As she explained to Ritz and him, keeping spirits required her to offer some of her energy; while it wasn’t a forbidden art that permanently drained her, sustaining many spirits for a long duration could leave her sick for several days. 

 

“Is this much really necessary? I shall take precautions, but there’s no need to exert yourself so.” Corsair pleaded as soon as she opened her eyes again.

 

“You were still skeptical until moments before now. What could have possibly changed your mind?” She laughed, but Corsair could already hear fatigue in her voice. “But you still need to stay on guard. Even if I can get a better look at him like this, it won’t give us much an edge. At least Ritz will change his mind if Kazuma attacks us. Probably.”

 

Standing up she drew her bow several times before taking out half a dozen arrows. Specially crafted with the wood of a Living Tree over a thousand years old, it took weeks of effort to satisfy the tree’s request, and even then Leitha only received enough material to make 31 arrows. That didn't include other extracts that she collected over time, which while lacking devoted effort, took an equal or greater amount of time.

 

Lacking knowledge of the spirits, Corsair didn't fully understand the importance of using those arrows, but with so many of her short supply at the ready, it put him even more on edge.

 

“I’m sure it won’t come to that, so stay your hand as long as possible. At the very least, Kazuma hasn't provoked us yet. Stay on guard, but don’t escalate unnecessarily.”

 

“I’m the one trying to be cautious; maybe you should watch what you say about the little girl.” Leitha had more to say but paused and looked off into the distance. “He’s returning. Don't be careless.”




            

    
        Chapter 101: Negotiations 

    
    
    
    
                “Aaah!” Just before the final ball left my hand, I channeled most of my mana into Negative Energy, turning it to dust. “*Oh, you absolutely ridiculous, resolved, little one.*” Dashing forward I cast <Mage Hand>, breaking Tagalong Girl’s fall before catching her myself.

 

“*Oi, you. So inconsiderate, I’ve no healing spells to work with.*” Blabbing on to myself, I gently set her down, before tightening the encirclement of grave shadows. Activating my optional senses, as expected it was nothing so drastic as to register in <Death Sense>, however I noticed her mana field looked ever so slightly more sluggish than usual. Other than that, her magical signs were normal. At the same time, I had one hand feeling her pulse, and put my ear near her mouth to listen to her breathing.

 

Of course her heartbeat and breathing was incredibly rapid, I don’t know what else I would have expected; but although heavy, thankfully her breaths were regular along with her pulse. Passing out was extreme, however it didn’t seem to be anything too serious.

 

Relaxing a moment too soon, the hand resting in the crook of her elbow felt a slight tremor.

 

“*Cripes, I’m going to start hyperventilating.*” Carefully glancing her over, from my limited medical expertise, it appeared to muscles contracting from overexertion. The shivers happened all over, infrequently enough that after many tense moments I could feel relieved again. 

 

Still, I direly wished some Callus ointment remained in Inventory. Unfortunately, its humble nature encouraged me to use it frequently, and I’d yet to whip up another batch. Other than home remedies of dubious effect, I’d little idea how to help.

 

Putting my haramaki on her, I hoped the warmth would help relax her muscles, or something to that effect. Due to our difference in size, it made a fine sleeping bag for her. Scooping her up, I headed back while reflecting.

 

Tagalong Girl possessed an unusually tenacious personality, that much had been clear from the beginning. Her training perfectly matched her growing skills as well. I planned for the incredible amount of exertion someone overly devoted to a cause, but her collapse was too sudden for my liking. I worked with weak vessels in the past, and physical fatigue should reflect on the mind before such a shutdown. That went extra for a prolonged regimen.

 

My plan wasn’t wrong per se, but confounded confounding hidden variables caused some harm to her. Tagalong Girl had been progressing excellently in any case, there’d been none of the typical warning signs.

 

Despite my early panic and unease, while this wasn’t as big a deal as I thought, it implied something more ominous. That even though I’d spent weeks in this new world, I remained unaware of the basic physiology of those around me. Sure there may be many similarities, but that only made the discrepancies all the more glaring.

 

What could even be done in response to this? Stopping her training? Considering part of the cause came from Tagalong Girl pushing herself, that may be even more troublesome. Not to mention, I couldn’t accept something like that either. Nothing happened without risk of it going awry, what defeatist would give up after such an occurrence?

 

Yet I again returned to my desire to keep her from harm. Alternatives returned to my mind even after making a decision. Even if it meant going against her wishes for the moment, wouldn’t protecting her be the more Heroic decision? Of course not, it breached her freedom too greatly, that was why I chose otherwise. But I couldn’t help thinking otherwise every few moments.

 

How would things have changed if I chose the path of guardianship instead of helping her surpass her limits?

 

Only when she stirred did I manage to stop thinking in circles. Slowing my pace even further, cradling her in one arm with the support of <Mage Hand>, my free arm smoothly cut away any plant matter in our way. The blade was quickly trashed, but with the force I could spare was still more than enough. 

 

Hacking down the last of the reedy grasses that stood between the camp and myself, I spotted Leitha with her bow at the ready, pointing in my direction. She didn't appear surprised, lowering the bow without unnocking the arrow.

 

If you’re going to pretend to be friendly, at least wipe the malice from your eyes.

 

Well, I didn't exactly care how poorly she masked her intentions, I didn't feel like playing a game with her at the moment. 

 

“What happened out there?”

 

Honestly, some people put absolutely no pride into their work when they clearly have plenty to spare.

 

“She’s just gone and overexerted herself, that’s all. Admirably committed to bettering herself, she really should tell me if it’s too much. *You’re more than capable, so don't act like you need to push yourself like this*. Ahem.” Maybe I should give an encouraging speech like that when she was conscious. Usually an eccentric mentor would show their care through insane training, but it wouldn't be that strange to let her take a break every once in a while.

 

“Leitha! Kazuma, what happened?” Corsair ran over, looking at Leitha with alarm. What was it that girl sensed around me? It didn’t seem as though the others were thoroughly convinced, as certain as she was. I didn’t have any of my spells up at the moment either…

 

Oh, there was <Mage Hand>. But if that innocent spell caused her unease, I would go crazy. Crazier than usual that is.

 

Other than that, Corsair’s reticence implied that at least I wasn’t emitting an unexpected aura of necromancy. Division between the two also suggested he didn’t have full faith in her, which I found surprising; especially considering how taken he was. 

 

“Nothing to worry about, Lucy’s just overexerted herself. I appreciate her enthusiasm, but she can be a bit stubborn. And it seems I just slightly surprised Leitha here while returning from the brush.”

 

At first he narrowed his eyes at Leitha, before tensing up even further and looking off into space. Ooh, navigating this situation only got more complicated. Corsair knew of her hostile intent, but also recognized that I knew it as well, yet brushed it off. Not feeling threatened was a strong way of warning people; thankfully Leitha seemed wary enough that she wouldn’t think of it as a mere bluff.

 

These sorts of interactions are meant for conflicting parties though! Why can’t we run into a group and have some jolly cooperation? It’s not even been a day and our fellowship is on the ropes.

 

“If that’s all...no…” Corsair started to dismiss the matter before stopping himself. “I shouldn’t be letting this slide. Out of consideration for Ritz and his thoughts on the matter I let you train Lucy. It’s clear though that you are unfit to look after her.”

 

So as not to be derisive, I didn't openly laugh at the ‘letting me’ train Lucy part.

 

“There is no one ‘fit’ to look after another. I imagine that’s something Ritz has mentioned more than a few times to you over the past few years? Well perhaps you're like me and are a little too invested for the words of the Patriarch. I’ll say this—while it is important for her to learn from others, that doesn't supercede teaching her how to stand alone.”

 

The two of them were struck silent, my implication had been close enough. Leitha looked human, but even when thinned point-eared arrogance remained strong. Since direct passages didn't say much on the matter of elves, Ritz could accept her, but Corsair’s attitude of blindly caring caused some strain.

 

I was only speaking my hypothesis for a little shock value. Tearing them apart with doubts was unnecessary, besides we weren't going to stick with them that long anyhow. It was also just the product of a single day of talking, their hearts hadn't quite been laid bare before me.

 

So I can't say I felt too surprised that while Corsair remained stunned, Leitha lifted her bow again.

 

Taking notice of the arrow, it piqued my interest, decorated, but with no fletching. More like a sharpened dowel rod; despite pointing it at me, I doubted she was stupid enough to try and threaten with something ineffectual. Since we were already at this point, I activated all my optional senses.

 

A good thing I did too, whatever enchantment the arrow had was positively radiating power; though not to downplay it, I admittedly hadn't seen much. Furthermore I could clearly see the outline of the arrow using <Mage Sight> when even spells couldn't be seen. In fact, even her bow possessed some kind of soul-like presence.

 

Being one of the few things that actually registered as magic, I almost wanted to bring in one of my grave shadows to see if they could be affected.

 

Ah, but with Tagalong Girl in my arms, I had better not. Instead simply summoning a <Mage Hand> behind Leitha’s elbow in case she tried to fully draw.

 

“Leitha…” Corsair warned, but she wasn't having it.

 

“Listen to him, he’s been threatening us this whole time. Besides, doesn't this lead to taking care of the girl like you want?”

 

“The two of you aren't even in agreement over taking custody of Lucy? Show teamwork in front of outsiders at the very least. Well…hmm.” My scathing evaluation of their teamwork ceased. It just came naturally against those treating me like a traitor. “Ritz! Could you perhaps come speak with your friends?”

 

Woman, are you never satisfied?

 

Despite this blatant motion for peace, calling out to one of her own allies, in an exceptionally non-accusatory manner, Leitha kept her bow trained on me. She was making it exceptionally difficult to try and maintain a neutral relationship. Of course between her and Corsair I’d no doubt our status as companions would be soon dissolved. It was getting out of hand, and the moderate members of their party wouldn't be turning things around.

 

After all, we only ended up traveling in this situation because I thought having a few tutors for Tagalong Girl would be fun, as well as sources for information. We weren't offering much in return either. 

 

As Ritz made his way over, Leitha at least had the presence of mind to stay her hand. Watching with <Mage Sight>, Lukas seemed interested in what was happening as well, following shortly behind.

 

Corsair and Leitha barely got a glance from their leader before Ritz started reprimanding them.

 

“May the Patriarch protect you, you say he’s a danger to be around and your first thought is to point your weapon at him? And Corsair— is she alright?” Looking from Corsair to myself, his presence became more alert. His words were altruistic, and I’ve no doubt they were in part, but he quickly became wary and understanding of Corsair’s intent.

 

“Yes, no need to worry, she’s just tired herself from training too hard. Nothing serious, like say an arrow to the knee.”

 

“Would you put the bow down Leitha?” It sounded as though Ritz was having an exceptionally long day. “I don't care what the spirits say, he’s not done anything malicious…”

 

“Spirits?” Ooh, that was something I should have put more consideration towards. I hadn't expected enough interaction between shamanistic spirits and a necromancer’s soul manipulation. In retrospect the target of both powers were similar, disembodied portions of willpower. Either {Soul Field} or {Soul Control} affected the spirits in a way that made me appear suspicious. “Ah, well that would probably be my fault. Take no heed of it, just an effect of my dabbling in magic.” 

 

A crisp slapping sound echoed through the surroundings, then an arrow’s whistle.

 

How did I fail so badly trying to play things off? Tagalong Girl was clearly wearing my haramaki, Leitha shouldn't be surprised by my wizardry.

 

I didn't have enough information, so I gambled on a guess. Haaa~, what a mess.




            

    
        Chapter 102: Fight 

    
    
    
    
                The three drew their weapons with only a moment of hesitation after Leitha fired. They didn't immediately advance, but she was already knocking another arrow.


“He’s lying. Trying to hide something.”


Oh, trying to hide something am I? Maybe because the real answer had to do with me commanding the souls of the dead! This was a Morton’s Fork if I’d ever seen one. 


“Okay, trusting your comrade is great and all, but you folks need to *chillax*.” <Mage Hand> grabbed at Leitha’s bow, directly pulling on it. “I'm not interested in fighting; I've got my hands full caring for this one.”


Chuckling on the inside, I took a fencing stance to minimize Tagalong Girl’s exposure. In addition, as I didn't want to engage, I activated all my senses as well as <Graverobber’s Footsteps> and <Conjurer of Cheap Tricks>. I didn't possess nearly enough spells to even begin testing for Buff Overload, and given how cheap it was worth it even though their benefit would be circumstantial at best.


“You are ignorant. It is not just you cursing the spirits.” Leitha pulled upon her bow, easily overpowering <Mage Hand>. Well, it wasn't meant for this sort of thing, so it couldn't be helped. “You attempt to hide whatever those girls are. Their accursed nature is not meant to be.”


“Leitha, you've pushed things too far already. Though we can't avoid a fight, we shall take them to the Church. I won't have us become vigilante executioners.” Ritz interjected. At least he wasn't for straight up killing slightly suspicious people.


“Hey wait, what’s this about needing to fight? We can still walk away peacefully. In fact, we’ll hop on our wagon and—”


“No. Even as a registered mage, your actions can’t be passed off as the strangeness of your ilk. We shall drain you and take you before the Church.”


“Drain me?” Even as Ritz raised his sword, I questioned how the word was used. I noticed Lukas backing off to retrieve his weapon, but was curious enough to keep talking. “That has quite the ominous ring to it.”


“Your blood shall be offered to the Patriarch as penance. If you have the strength to cling to life, upon reaching the Church you shall be judged according to your sins. After which you will finally be given the opportunity to recover and once more walk a righteous path.”


“Hahaha, *nothankyou*. <*Magic Dart*><*Magic Dart*><*Magic Dart*><*Magic Dart*><*Magic Dart*>” Since it seemed like they incapacitated mages by keeping them perpetually drained of blood I was not giving them the chance to bring me in. 


Unsure of what their ‘health pools’ would be, and uninterested in killing people who were probably quite rightly suspicious, I didn't shoot at them preemptively. It cut down on the hypocrisy for the moral education Tagalong Girl would get later, because they were not strong enough to warrant not holding back.


None reacted before the first dart was launched, Leitha only retreated at the second, realizing it wasn’t heading towards her by the third; at which point both Corsair and Ritz charged forward — admittedly a good strategy against many casters.


Unfortunately for Lukas, my true target, the incantation was not overly loud. Between the speed and low-visibility of the shots, three landed properly. Nadziak flying out of his hand, it avoided total sundering, but a bend could be seen. Least offensive of the four, I tried favoring him by putting him out of combat in the most kind way. 


Such a genteel method wouldn't work on the charging duo.


Corsair and Ritz truly made an outstanding duo. Despite starting at different distances in response to unexpected stimulus, they timed themselves to reach me simultaneously. Corsair charged forward with a long dagger at great speed while trying to keep a narrow profile, Ritz ran slower, his sword back to hide his range and in decent form for attack or defense.


If they reached me at the same time, it would be difficult to fend them both off. If.


“<Mount>” A meat shield, or meat wall appeared in front of Corsair. With no time to slow, I heard a satisfying thump. In addition I waited until the moment it would also block Leitha’s line of sight towards me. Now I could deal with Ritz in a respectable manner as two party leaders.


Taking a step back while parrying with one of my many swords, Ritz’s lunging thrust was exploratory. Without followup, he hurriedly backed off.


“You're too tall.” Bemoaning my stature, he charged in again, in a fully defensive position.


I needed to tire him out before Corsair got his bearings. With an excess of swords that were more or less disposable, I violently struck down. 


Just the first collision caused Ritz’s legs to strain. He was strong, but I was around twice his strength. Hammering down again and again, his knuckles whitened. Swords weren't meant to handle such abuse; my blade was inferior, but his did not get off lightly either. 


Metal shrieks scraped through the air as the swords ground against each other. Ritz gasped and reeled, but in a straight contest of strength like this, my body was simply of a higher tier. Even if he had the energy to strike at one of the large openings of an overhead swing, he wouldn't be able to block my final strike. Still I awaited the moment of upset when Corsair joined the fray, or Leitha could make a good shot.


Ritz held out for a surprisingly long time, palms bleeding, sword chipped in dozens of places, nevertheless he stood his ground until my sword abruptly broke. In an instant his sword transitioned from a blocking position to a slash.


“I’ve more than one sword though?” Drawing a blade from Inventory in reverse grip, bracing it against my arm, the strike was knocked away. Ritz swiftly hopped back. “*Clever girl.*”


As soon as he backed off, Leitha loosed an arrow once she had a clear shot. It was the best one could do considering their physical limits, yet that subpar play could still match my current body.


It wasn't too disappointing, I wasn't supposed to be the melee combat type.


With Corsair coming from the side, it looked like their finishing move. I was fast enough to avoid that though. With my sword already braced for blocking, I angled it to take the arrow, the force of which I could use to spin and face Corsair.


It had a little more force than I expected.


With a breathy sha-sha-sha sound, the arrow without fletching pierced right through the metal and some way through my arm, pinning them together. Aghast, it seemed like the arrow encountered barely any resistance from the sword, I may as well have just used peasant armor in the first place. 


A moderate injury taking a bit over 60 health, however that still meant I needed to take five more or so. In addition, due to the small cross section it hadn't actually done enough damage to proc a cripple debuff.


So while thoroughly unpleasant, it was possible to swivel around blocking Corsair. Unfortunately with my sword pinned against my arm, I couldn't properly counterattack, so I leaped backwards myself.


Apparently though I feel I landed quite gracefully, Tagalong Girl began to stir from the impact. I don’t think anything opposed the concept of letting her get some rest as much as the current situation. Corsair, apparently not one to let a small child wake in peace, came at me again.


My arm was fully dedicated to defense; I lost a marginal amount of health every time I blocked, but Corsair couldn’t land a hit.


“*Eat dirt and die, trash.*” So focused on the fact I couldn’t attack with my arm, he didn’t see my leg slamming into his side, burying him into the ground. I followed with an axe kick to his left arm and he screamed. 


Oh come on, I still have an arrow in my arm. I didn’t even feel anything break.


I slowly circled away from Corsair as Ritz moved towards him, gaining time as Tagalong Girl slowly woke up. It wouldn’t be good for her to panic, not that she was likely to flail about, but I’d rather her not wake up with blades flying past her face.


“Rise and shine sleepy head. I’m sorry for pushing you so hard back there, but it’s time for another test. You don’t have to fight, so just stay calm and comfy.”


Ritz stood by as Corsair got to his feet. Leitha had another of her fletchless arrows nocked, yet seemed hesitant to fire. Able to get a closer look at the one in my arm, there seemed to be a coating of some sort, which I presumed helped entice the spirits into empowering it. Given its mystical properties, she probably didn't have too many of them, thus waiting for a more opportune moment to strike.


Whether that was true or not, they didn't make a move before Tagalong Girl opened her eyes.


“What’s going on?”


“Ah, you sound a bit hoarse. Here.” I brought out my flask of water before explaining. “I believe Leitha is some fraction of elf, probably a quarter or an eighth, which gives her some control over spirits. While I don't have any practical knowledge of *shamanism*, I would presume that it has caused her to evaluate us poorly. She attacked, and the others support the position to take us back to the church for an inquisition of sorts.”


“You...have an arrow through your arm.” While not sounding worried, she weakly pulled herself further into the haramaki while turning away. 


“I guess I’ll take it out now, but you’re probably going to get more blood on you that way you know?”


“You’re not normal. They aren't reacting well because of that.” Pah, as if I didn't know an implacable image could cut both ways. Pulling out the arrow, I bled a little more profusely, though not enough to count as a status effect. With my haramaki removed I could store the arrow for more thorough examination later.


“Anyway, there’s more than just having the capability to survive. You need to know how to apply your power and what to do with it. I’m sure someone like you recognizes the impossibility of actually knowing what someone else is thinking, but at the very least I won't have you turn tyrant under my watch. With that in mind, observe how they fight so you may judge them at the end. If you think I should change how I am dealing with them, say so, and I shall obey. We start when they come, or at your orders.” Shifting her legs to the side to get down, I adjusted my grip. I could feel Tagalong Girl quaking as she moved herself. “You’ve barely rested at all. It’s safer right there, and easier for me to react the closer you are.”


She nodded, weakly wrapping herself around my arm. Now in an upright position, she gazed upon our opponents who were still giving us time. 


I was thankful, but again it was a foolish move. They were giving themselves a breather, but with each moment the judgment of their leader was growing more clouded. The adrenaline in their system wore away, and without the simplistic response of fight or flight, they realized I’d been pretty much owning them while carrying a child in one arm. 


Some fellows are still willing to risk their lives for ideals, and while it was somewhat charming to see Ritz’s resolve, their morale plummeted. Tagalong Girl ended up calling for things to begin.


“Head for Leitha. She is the initiator, so if any of them suffer it should be her.”


“Your wording implies a little more vengeance than I would like. Nevertheless, I don't disagree that she should take responsibility. As you command.”


Throwing my broken sword at Corsair, Ritz stepped in to block it. Slightly cowering as it rebounded into the air, I used the gap to charge towards Leitha unobstructed. Lukas rushed towards her to help, but he’d gained too much distance while circling towards Corsair.


Keeping composed, Leitha drew back her bow fully, holding it even as I got closer. Banking on a fatal shot was quite brave after seeing how things went the first time. Perhaps if she masked the tells of when she was about to shoot it would have worked. Still, knowing there would be no time to nock another arrow, Leitha held out until I was only a few meters away.


“<Mount><Mage Hand>” Diving under the new horse, dampening the fall with magic, I kept Tagalong Girl secure in my arms like a human roll-cage, hoping it wouldn't make her sick. Preserving most of the momentum I sprung up, delivering a headbutt just below her ribcage.


A lithe build of elvish blood stood no chance, and she gained a few inches of air before falling on her back. Nauseous and rolling around, I picked up and tossed away her bow with my foot.


“Haaaa!” With a shout Lukas closed in, intending to separate me from Leitha with a shield bash. Stepping slightly to the side, I accepted it at an angle to reduce the impact. Taking minor damage, I swept one of his legs before he could regain his balance.


“Threaten him now.” Despite being taken along for an intense ride, Tagalong Girl stayed cognizant of the situation. I took out a sword and put it to the prone man’s neck.


“You three of you gather together over there. Drop your weapons first.” I smiled at how commanding she managed to sound, despite being weak as a babe. The joy of a strong pupil was somewhat mollified by her choice of demands.


“Your magic is a danger. We can't let you—”


“Explain yourself after you’ve dropped your weapons and assembled.”


“Look at her you two, you doubted that she was corrupt as well.” Leitha sounded rather arrogant for someone speaking between dry heaves.


“Assemble or your companion suffers.” Her face scrunching up in frustration, at least she gave warning. Then again, if you negotiated ruthlessly like this, you couldn't be half hearted about it. Well I'd rather that than have her be fully committed to the idea.


“Kazuma, are you really listening to her?” Hahaha, we seemed to be inadvertently playing good cop, bad cop. Not that it was desirable, as I wanted Tagalong Girl to be a good cop. I guess if she was a moral paragon to start we would have had nothing to work on.


“Stab his hand.”


“Hahaha~ okay, remember what I said earlier? This isn't about vengeance. Now you wanted them rounded up, probably so it would be easier to kill them. Care to explain why?” I already had an idea, but I wanted her to put it in words to be certain. 


“They’re threatening to bring us to the Church, we can’t let them tell anyone about us.”


“And why would that be?”


“What do you mean why? Even you would be unable to handle the Church if they come after us.”


“And there it is.” I rapped my knuckles on her head. “If, if, if. Do you know how wide the world is? Do you honestly think such a large and slothful organization is going to bear down on us just from the word of these four? Correct me if I’m wrong, but measly beast hunters don’t have the means to track down a small group of vagabonds like us.

“It’s not bad that you thought of killing them, it is a very final and secure way of doing things. But it’s not always about being 100% confident in the outcome, the process is important as well. ‘If you want the power of the stars, you need to shine like the sun’ or something like that. Hmm, well I’m not sure that saying is sensical if you haven’t been exposed to the proper media…”


“No, I understand.” Tagalong Girl shrunk further into the haramaki, almost disappearing into the blue cloth. “I shouldn’t take the existence of others so lightly.”


“Well, you’ve learned many things today, so all’s well and good. Apologies to you four, I truly didn’t intend to subject you to violence at the start. The opportunity just came knocking and it was two birds, one stone. The three of us shall head out now, I suggest you all tend to your wounds for a few days. Both parties would be more comfortable if we don’t collide again.” With a deep bow, I stabbed my sword into the ground next to Lukas. “Take it. I have plenty and I’d rather you not get killed because I disarmed you. Now then, we’ll be off.”


“You’re just leaving?”


Despite the hostile and confused glares from behind me, there were still four of them. I demonstrated mercy and the willingness to accept risk to myself for the benefit of others, as well as returning a weapon to one who tried to wrong us. Mmhm, I did well showing off several facets of heroism in one encounter. Hopefully Tagalong Girl would take it to heart.


Hopping aboard our wagon, I cast <Mount> yet again, and we rode of into the night.

            

    
        Chapter 103:Training Fatigue

    
    
    
    
                “Guhh...” A groan woke Imira with a start. Fumbling from inside of the haramaki, she knocked her head against a sack of grain they’d purchased from Morse. Unlike most travelers, Alric loaded their cart to excess, taking advantage of Sparky, who seemed to share his supernatural physical ability. There was still quite a bit of room, but it placed her closer to Imira than she would have liked. 

 

Noticing they’d stopped and catching a heavy scent of herbs and bread, Imira slowly pulled herself over the edge of the cart. Legs still burning from overexerting herself the day prior, she collapsed upon dropping to the ground. Using the cart wheel to support herself, Imira took a few moments to get used to the discomfort before looking for Alric. 

 

At the moment he wasn’t readily apparent to her eyes, but she easily spotted him off the road hunched over a pot and iron oven. The grasses in this area were less dense; though that didn’t take away from the sight of several square meters of thoroughly churned earth. Freshly furrowed dirt without a speck of plant matter— it should represent an astonishing amount of effort for ‘fire safety’, but Imira was growing numb to Alric’s strange priorities.

 

“Oh you’re awake a little early, but breakfast should be ready soon. You probably have quite the appetite after yesterday.” Looking her over, he gestured her to come closer before snapping his fingers several times. “<Prestidigitation><Prestidigitation><Prestidigitation>” Dirt vanished from her shins and her face and hands felt much cleaner.

 

Silence was too common to be uncomfortable between them. As many stories and lessons he shared, Alric refrained from pushing an unnatural conversation, and sometimes suddenly stopped speaking for an hour just to bask in the quiet. For the moment she unabashedly watched his movements while waiting, as trying to hide her glances from him would be futile. Alas, it seemed he really was just cooking. Stirring in a handful of ground herbs, he lifted a spoonful to his mouth, nodding.

 

“Tell me what you think.” He asked, but considering the bowl he levitated towards her was full, her opinion didn’t really matter.

 

Taking a bite, Imira could only call the dish confusing. Savory, sweet, spicy, with multiple herbal undertones, while it wasn’t bad, she didn’t know what to make of the jumbled arrangement.

 

“It’s okay.”

 

“Curses! I must raise my cooking skill...but how will I get swordfish?” Shaking his head, Alric opened the iron oven to reveal a loaf of bread. Tearing it into thirds, he tossed her a piece and began to nibble away. “At least the bread is good.”

 

Taking a bite herself, the bread was in fact good, lacking the same room for creativity as the soup did. Imira found herself too occupied in her thoughts to fully enjoy it, absentmindedly wolfing down the meal with mechanical motions. Surprised to find her spoon clattering against an empty bowl, she froze for a second. She wasn’t going to get anywhere mulling over her own thoughts.

 

“Alric...I still don’t understand.” The mage sighed with a soft smile, gently tapping the reeter sap on his cheek while looking contemplatively into his soup.

 

“Hoh, you don’t understand? Just what is it you don’t understand?” 

 

Imira carefully considered her next words. Though he flaunted his transgressions against Tian Meng and common sense, everyone had a personal code they abided by. There wasn't any other way to describe how he treated the beast hunters, his tone had been too serious just to call it a whim. 

 

Alric wanted her to follow the same path, but she simply couldn't understand why. It seemed to be a road that put oneself in great danger. Imira didn't believe she could sacrifice herself for others, nor did she want to.

 

How would Alric react to that though? He implied she only needed to pretend while near him, but Imira didn't know how to do that either. If she couldn't follow his teachings, would he limit her training so the power couldn't be misused?

 

She would never understand anything if she didn't try to find out.

 

“Why take any risk? Not just yesterday, but you flirt with danger casually. Isn't it too much, no matter how powerful you are, it’s dangerous.”

 

“⭓⭓ ⭓ ⭓ ⭓ ⭓⭓⭓ ⭓ ⭓⭓ ⭓ ⭓⭓.” Speaking aloud in his own tongue, he seemed melancholic. “It isn’t something you come to on your own. Seeing the fire of idealism is needed to light it within yourself.”

 

His words didn’t help at all. How could such an esoteric and undefined ideology be spread in such an accidental way?

 

“Yesterday wasn’t a very good demonstration. There most definitely were lessons you should not forget, but if you can’t feel the passion yet that’s alright. Just have some seconds for now, you’ll learn in time.”

 

Filling her bowl again, he got up to feed Ria. Imira ate her fill while looking off through the grass. It wasn’t something her eyes could reveal, but there was the feeling that something surrounded them. She didn’t know what, but she’d noticed Alric gazing around the seemingly empty terrain numerous times. Thinking he was looking out for threats at first, it became more apparent that he didn’t need to do any looking.

 

It was different than her eyes which highlighted creatures she could see and those very close to her. Alric saw through trees and apparently even several feet around his body. Even creatures stalked from behind, he still had asked her to try looking for it before turning around himself. So the mage had long been aware of whatever followed them.

 

He hadn’t made any mention of it though. Was it another test of her abilities? Or did he just think of it trivial or irrelevant? 

 

Whichever was the case, Imira scoured the surroundings trying to catch a hint of it. She needed to push her abilities to become better.  Even if Alric helped her, she couldn't leave it all to him.

 

“Alright make sure you've done your morning stretches and we’ll set off after I clean up.”

 

“There’s no practice today?” Imira cried out in shock. Was he really putting a stop to her training?

 

“You fainted yesterday. I pushed you too hard, you need time to recover. And speak up if things ever become too difficult—”

 

“I don't need a break, I can still continue…”

 

“I can still see the weakness in your limbs. You aren't moving with the fluidity I know you’re capable of.” Alric shook his head, gathering up the empty cookware. “Not every moment needs to be training. I know there’s not much else out in these grasslands, but bear with it.”

 

But what else was there, aside from training? The grasslands may as well have been a featureless plain. Unlike city folk from their glass towers, she’d lived in the countryside long enough for several lifetimes. ‘Natural beauty’ wore thin over time, not that endless grasses and bushes ever struck her as particularly sublime. Nor did the place have any history to tell, a mere patch of dirt, and it wouldn't even be used as a training ground.

 

Not wanting to be dragging her feet, Imira vaulted back into the cart after slowly stretching herself. Scooching into a corner, she looked over at her traveling companion. Having just been ‘fed’ mana after her meal, Ria once again slumbered. A part of their daily routine, Imira admitted it was comforting to have a few hours where the girl would certainly not awake.

 

Bright orange skin with a glossy texture peeked out from under her clothes. The cartoonish hue stabilized several days ago. Alric asked her to keep an eye on Ria, but there were no readily apparent changes. Even her eyes hadn't registered any changes for several days. Alric claimed it was merely a benchmark phase, there would be future transformations but only after her current form ‘completed’. Between his handwaving and the overly clean pattern he described, Imira was certain it was all guesswork.

 

She watched Ria all the same. Even if it had been guesswork, it led to her becoming more active, and Imira still felt uneasy around her. This time of morning was one of her few reprieves.

 

Cart rolling on, Imira began wondering when Alric was going to start speaking. Normally she would be given a topic to reflect on before he fell silent. Would today have absolutely nothing, with no opportunities?

 

Imira began fidgeting through their supplies. If nothing else she could at least take inventory to busy herself.

 

“Hold on for a day or two more *Tagalong Girl*. When we make it to a decent population center, there’s bound to be something there for you.”

 

Imira felt her jaw detaching in surprise. This was not at all the action of someone trying to lay low. What would he do about Ria, the very reason he set out on this journey?

 

“Aren’t we supposed to be traveling without drawing attention to ourselves? Why would we stop in a city?”

 

“Braan is separated from Derriad by a mountain range. It’s better to stop by a city to gather maps and information when the Church isn't on the lookout for us. Hmm, I suppose you should know that, but no more work talk for today.” Alric explained a little before stopping. “It’s just you’re not the type for frivolities are you.” Muttering and sighing to himself, he contemplated her situation. 

 

Imira felt torn as to why she was affronted. It wasn't as though she couldn't feel joy. The whole reason she left that rinky village was to pursue her happiness. And why should anyone appear frivolous in this setting, even if they were an optimistic person. He was the strange one for expecting her to act the part of an excited child. 

 

The silence between them stretched on until Ria woke up.

 

“Where’re we? Weren't there others?” Though a strange thing to say upon first awakening, the older girl put together a coherent question. 

 

“Their elf wasn't particularly fond of us, so we split ways. I think we’re a day or two out from a larger town, where we’ll stop to plan our route to Braan.” 

 

Ria stuck her head up over the side of the cart for a moment before slumping back down to the sack of clothes she used as a pillow. Through half-lidded eyes she started staring at Imira.

 

“You're just sitting there.”

 

“You don't do much else.” Imira fumed, it wasn't like she had much choice in the matter. She couldn't keep up with *Sparky* going at this pace, and the small cart was rather limiting. Besides, Ria did nothing other than hibernate all day, so she didn't want to hear anything about it from her.

 

“You're always...doing things. So not seeing you…is surprising.” Ria closed her eyes while she talked. “Never seen you work...so much; but you have...and now a...break.”

 

“Ria, I’m sure you don't mean to, but you’re not being very considerate of your junior. And like I said *Tagalong Girl*, it's just a short break. We can do a few small exercises tomorrow.”

 

With a pouting face, Ria fell silent. She didn't act outright hostile like at the start of the journey, but she still treated the mage coldly. Considering they both had bright personalities and tended to help others more than they should, Imira found it strange Ria didn't get along with him better. True she probably didn't have the presence of mind to understand just how much he’d helped the village, but even so it was unlike her.

 

Prior to transforming, Ria certainly would have found him attractive; Imira heard her harp at Rion enough times to recognize she valued thoughtfulness while still being forceful. Rejecting Alric despite his kindness had Imira feeling some pity for the man, but mostly suspicion of the girl who changed so much. 

 

Slothfully resting across the cart, bright skin was only the smallest of differences between her and the energetic chieftain’s daughter.

 

With a watchful eye, Imira blankly gazed upon her as the three traveled in silence.

            

    
        Chapter 104: Room for 3

    
    
    
    
                No further events or flags were triggered over the next few days. Sparky carried us as fast as possible without compromising the integrity of the cart. Saving monster hunting for another time, my Grave Shadows swept across a variety of vaguely familiar creatures.


Such variety in fauna truly piqued one’s curiosity, but we’d gone without a short term quest long enough. Tagalong Girl would surely experience some sort of development if only we found someone we could help. I hoped that upon reaching a population center I could rustle something up. Derriad felt like it favored mercenary-type stories, but if things were handled correctly I could twist things to Tagalong Girl’s benefit.


I tried keeping her occupied with minor things such as juggling, and flexibility and balance exercises. Despite throwing herself into them with needless vigor, her disappointment was apparent. She valued straightforward combat lessons too much, which was in part why I wanted to put them on hold for a while.


Speaking from experience, the way I taught others to fight exacerbated aggressive tendencies; it was easier to lead your opponent if you were proactive after all. This was reality for Tagalong Girl, so the assumption might not hold, but it was better to be cautious. While ultimately I couldn't dictate the kind of person she’d grow into, I wouldn't stop trying to keep her from becoming a bloodlusted battle junkie.


Not that she seemed quite so sociopathic, but without great care for the wellbeing of others and holding a passion for becoming stronger...well it wasn’t the type that would deny sacrificing others for power if the right flags were tripped.


As the grasslands around us turned to fields, I felt hopeful as we returned civilized land. On the outskirts of where city patrols would reach, I stopped the cart for a moment to cover Ria’s face. The vibrant orange of her skin remained eye catching, but it was more natural than red. While weather had yet to cool significantly, Ria seemed content under her layers. Other than looking like a sack of cloth, she didn't stand out much.


“I doubt the first settlement we run into will have the information we need. According to Castor we should head north for Medea, but we may find a boat south faster if we head east towards the river. I’ll ask around about the size of the port before making our decision, *Tagalong Girl* you’ll be guarding Ria while I poke around. Don't be too eager to poke at people yourself; exhibit caution, not paranoia.” I withdrew her spear and set it on the floor. “Ria, you pay attention too. Hey, I know you’re awake, listen up. We’ll probably need to stay in town a few days to browse through whatever archives or find a decent cartographer. You need to work on being more active again and holding proper conversations.”


“Kay.”


“Don't just say ‘kay, you’re going to be cured, and you don't want all this time to just be lost. Even if you lack energy, make some effort.” Ria shifted herself into a mostly-upright sitting position. Knowing she could do more I sighed— if only she could siphon off some of Tagalong Girl’s dedication.


With neither of them asking any questions, I hopped back into the driver’s seat and set us on course again. In half an hour, the buildings of a small town came into view. More buildings than could be seen at once, along fairly maintained roads, it was a touch larger than I anticipated. There was even a proper watchman at the gate.


Well, there was a watchman at the gate.


His presence suddenly had me scanning what I could see of the city. Due to an overabundance of wooden structures I hadn't taken note at first, but there seemed to be a palisade being built to the south side of town and quickly erected barriers between the streets it had yet to cover. A team of half a dozen could be seen digging and shaping logs. Not a huge effort by numbers, their fervent work was most ominous.


The watchman didn't care one whit about our approach, so I slowed down near him of my own accord.


“Excuse me, but we’re arriving from Glaucen. For what reason are those barriers being set up?”


“Hopefully you’re still heading north. Beasts are getting unusually aggressive out in these parts, and there’ve been sightings of goblins recently. Doubt it’ll lead to much, but The Severed Fangs recently left the region, so people are on edge.” Shrugging at the thought, he didn’t seem particularly concerned. 


“Thank you for the heads up.” Continuing into town, my legs giddily bounced up and down. An influx of monsters and a goblin incursion? There had to be a quest hiding nearby, and one without any need for considering moral repercussions! Travelling to find an inn, moving slowly to not hit any pedestrians, I scoured the premise for a hint of a plot hook.


Taking into consideration the number of farmers still out in the field, the streets seemed too populated. Storefronts didn’t appear crowded, and other than stalls serving food, many seemed quite idle. Looking closer, most seemed to be loitering about carrying more baggage than a day trip would suggest. As my cart rolled by, resignation amongst the faces became more apparent.


It didn’t seem to be civil unrest caused by nearby danger; they looked too well prepared to be refugees from a destroyed town. Ranging from singles to family units, those affected covered quite the spectrum. Given their transient appearance, I figured I could learn more at a tavern. It seemed like we’d be booking a room.


Following better maintained streets, I spotted several stables searching for inns nearby. Since I had an abundance of wealth, I didn't want to risk the cart being stolen and looked for somewhere upscale. Due to the grittiness of Derriad that was a relative term, but I nevertheless found an inn that hardly looked sketchy at all.


“I’ll see if they have rooms and associated stables, back in a flash.” Quickly hopping out, I didn't wish to leave my cart in the street to long. Strange how no isekai focused on the possibility of getting parking tickets.


Actually that isn't strange at all, is it.


Hurrying inside, the church seemed developed and greedy enough that parking tickets might exist. Inside there were at least a dozen folk, not enough to make the place feel cramped, but there were only a few tables empty at the moment. My eyes immediately caught sight of two men in vestments; <Mage Sight> suggesting they were no more than Disciples. I’d have to remind Tagalong Girl to play it cool.


“What are you looking for?” The man behind the counter noticed my approach and was more comfortable at speaking at a longer range than I. 


“Do you have an open room and a place for a horse and cart? It’s best if the room has a few beds, but any will do. I’m mostly interested in keeping my vehicle safe.”


“Miss the Randall-Varren? They left weeks ago.” Inferring something so totally wrong, I was glad he closed his eyes and shook his head so I didn't need to conceal my confusion. “Well, it’s good for me. I’ve a double bed room left, and the stables have plenty of space. At least you aren't making your wife walk. 20 cupra for both.” Making plenty of assumptions on his own, the innkeeper called for a young teen from the back after I put the coins on the counter.


“Soren, man’s got a cart to take to the stables. Bring in your wife and kid while I go get the keys.”


“Sister-in-law…” I halfheartedly interjected our intended cover story towards the innkeepers back, but it didn't matter to him. Instead I turned to Soren to ‘set the record straight’. “Technically it’s my fiancée and her younger sister, since we haven't had a wedding in any formal capacity. Your, uh, employer really just goes with what he believes, do I really look that old? I guess since I never mentioned her age…” Rubbing the back of my head and straightening my ponytail, I basically ensured the child wasn't going to be asking me questions.


“Give us a moment, Rea hasn't been feeling well, so she needs some help. Lucy, why don't you pick up our things to take inside.” Getting in from the back of the cart, I stepped on the spear while kneeling down to help Ria up. “Don’t carry it like you know how to use it. Just have them think you're carrying it for me.

“Now darling, see if you can take a few steps.” 


“Don’t let m’fall.” Practically holding her up, I suppressed a sigh as she wobbled forward on her own. I may not have been a doctor, but I could still tell her legs weren't actually undergoing muscle atrophy. Her trouble walking came entirely from a tired mental state and her lack of practice. 


“*Hai, hai.*” Jumping off the back of the cart first, I lifted her down to save time. Tagalong Girl followed shortly behind with an overstuffed pack and spear in her hands. “On second thought Lucy, hand me some of those things and help support your sister. She needs to keep practicing her walking, not just be carried around everywhere.” I realized the younger girl might not like it, but the height difference between myself and Ria made simply supporting her a little strange. 


With the two of us flanking her, she partly stumbled and was partly dragged forward with an arm around Tagalong Girl and her other side held up by me. The description is more awkward than it looked, but is a fairly accurate representation of how it felt keeping pace with a tiny person who can’t walk well.


Eyes started to attach to us even though it didn’t take long to cross the room. There wasn’t much malice and the Disciples payed us no mind, however there were a few enduring gazes. The innkeeper of assumptions didn't let us move out of sight easily either.


“Hmm, would have been better to just stay where you were. Elves may be a menace, but they aren't that much of a danger.”


“Eh?” I tilted my head. I was starting to piece together my story from his perspective.


“You know, you're not the first ones to leave. For years people have been trying to get away from the elves, thinking they're up to something. But nothing ever does. It looks like you have money, why not try settling down here? I can give you a good rate on a room while you look for a place.”


“Thank you for the offer, but I think we’ll keep traveling. I may not look like much, but I am an alchemist. This place just isn't very suitable for my work.”


“If you say.” The innkeeper was a little too transparent in trying to secure us as long term guests. He handed over the key to our room. “Second floor, second from the end on the left.”


Nodding in acknowledgment and thanks, we headed to our room. Handing the keys over to Tagalong Girl, I hoisted Ria over my shoulder. As nice as the inn was, the stairs were too narrow to help her up. Tagalong Girl handled her spear deftly enough that she didn't hit anything, though the halls were still clearly too small for standard usage. It wouldn't come up much on the open road, but no doubt she was already wondering how to adapt in case she found herself in the situation.


As Tagalong Girl unlocked the door to our room I let out a gasp. Double checking the contents of my Inventory, it was still there.


“You're in charge of the room key. Don't forget to return it.” It was a little late to do anything about it, but I realized I still had the key to the Bloody Goblin Ear. Reviewing the contents of Inventory was a mental action, there wasn't an itemized list on a HUD. Come to think of it there were quite a few other random things I'd picked up, like that unidentified barrel. Since looting the goblin hoard Inventory was at max capacity, I should try going through things at some point.


That would need to happen later, maybe later tonight. At the moment I needed to go collect information on how to get to Braan quickly and where to find some quests.


“Are you going to be fine looking after Rea while I go out? Hmm, I feel like I should get you something while I’m out, but you’re going to say there’s nothing you want, aren't you?”


Setting Ria down on one of the beds, I wanted Tagalong Girl to stay. Not particularly worried, I still had the feeling I should hedge my bets. Events in this world happened erratically, and I didn't want a simple oversight to trip me up.


“A book.” My hand on the door to leave, I straightened up a little in surprise. “Something about history.”


“A book? Alrighty then.” Glad to hear her voice a desire, I waited for the sound of the deadbolt to click before heading out.

            

    
        Chapter 105:The Makings of a Quest

    
    
    
    
                Returning to the main hall of the inn, I skipped asking the barkeep for information in favor of wandering around myself. Before getting my bearings, I headed for the edges of town. While it wasn't too large, it neared the limit of how far away the grave shadows could be. At the moment they skulked in the wall’s shadow, but as it remained incomplete I couldn't mindlessly have them try to circle around town. Any manned gates would pose a problem as well.

 

Circumnavigating the town over the next hour, by getting close to the wall the shadows could be sent far into the fields. A few dozen meters probably would have been enough to avoid notice, but I didn't wish to test the slothful guards. About a third of town had yet to be walled off; barricaded they would still be fairly safe for my shadows to pass with the exception of where the wall was being developed.

 

This outer perimeter appeared to be solely storehouses and residential zones; reflecting a measure of city planning from the outset, as well as a lack of time passing that required the infrastructure to be altered. Likely built near the edges of city patrols, it could remain a self sufficient agrarian town while at the same time capitalizing on the trade that went between Medean and Glaucen.

 

However this inorganic style of development lacked the low income areas and numerous alleys that twisted through Glaucen. Built as a tool for accumulating wealth, there was no space for the vagrants that came crawling in. Thanks to the intentional stability, finding a job was highly unlikely. And so, having missed the caravan out of the region, after scattering out of Medean, many found themselves trapped at the end of their funds.

 

Weaving deeper back into town, the faces of loiterers were not yet gaunt. It had only been a few weeks since the caravan left, and none here were so ill prepared as to not have funds for the journey. But men with resignation on their faces slowly trod about, women were in despair on street corners, and children were trudging behind parents. Failed pilgrims without enough to set up a new homestead, and in a land that forsook charity.

 

I wasn't really in a position to be distracted by their situation. Even if I could find some niche for them, I figured it would be too impersonal a deed for Tagalong Girl to understand. All that besides the enormous time cost that would have me setting Ria’s matter to the side. There at least was the concept of honor and keeping promises within Tian Meng so Tagalong Girl could understand the prioritization of philanthropic deeds.

 

Even as I thought that, if anyone looked into my eyes they would see ‘quest accepted’ reflected in them. Next to a bag filled with a collection of tools, a man and woman sat on the ground. Sewing together a shirt next to a pile of clothes, the woman worked diligently while the man called out to those on the street.

 

“In need of repairs? Six cupra for axles or doors, four to repair wheels or shutters. Anything I fix will be better than new. Save yourself time and hassle, price negotiable depending on the state of disrepair, but guaranteed to be the lowest around.”

 

Now this was an eye-catching form of desperation. Going by their knapsack and slightly randomized assortment of essentials it seemed like unlike other vagrants in the city, they’d actually fled from some disaster in a hurry. Yet even though they only escaped with a few belongings, the couple was clearly making an effort. Unlike despondent wanderers, helping those virtuous enough to help themselves might be a good example to set for Tagalong Girl.

 

The real trick to it was finding a way to properly approach them to receive a quest. On our way to town I’d already taken the time to patch up my clothes, and the cart was still in fine condition. Looking them over more intently, their souls weren't strong or defined enough to confidently recognize at a distance either. There needed to be some form of connection to ward off chaos. Interesting things happen all the time, but setting up a quest took some effort.

 

Repeating his advertisement, the man himself gave me an idea. Putting on a slightly relieved expression, I approached from his side.

 

“Ah, a carpenter are you? And one without much on hand. Tell me, do you possess any Livewood Oil?”

 

“No, but as you should be able to tell, I'm not in a position where I can buy an expendable tool like that. I need to continue saving money, so unless you've something for me or my wife to fix, move along. I'll consider any work though, not just carpentry.” Speaking in a sharp tone, his eyes wandered in attempt to weaken our interaction and dismiss me. My form made it a little difficult, but even if he had simply been looking the other way I wouldn't forfeit that easily.

 

“I’m in a situation not dissimilar to your own, you can expect an excellent deal. Since I’m currently traveling with my family, it is quite the hassle to keep all my ingredients preserved. You can take either two or four doses, at 80 and 120 cupra respectively. I can have them made by evening.” I lightly gestured as I talked to help maintain his attention, but at mention of the price, he seemed rapt. “Even out here you may have heard of Theodore of Glaucen; I received my knowledge from the greatest alchemist in the land. Meaning I can make concoctions more efficiently with fewer materials, thus lowering the cost.” I didn't go so far as to laugh arrogantly, since depending on the quest I'd have to interact with him in front of Tagalong Girl, but my smug disposition certainly made the price more believable for him.

 

“Harlod, let's consider our priorities. Even if his product isn't a scam, won't that set us back?” At last, the wife interjected; her intensity of work indicated she wasn't some wallflower, and seeing the dynamic of both would help me set things in place. 

 

“We’ll definitely make a profit with oil at that price, and getting more money will be for the better, we can't skimp on this.”

 

“And if we arrive too late? Or we find it all ruined? Then it won't matter how much we spend.” Even as she argued, Harlod’s wife continued stitching with great speed.

 

“And if the monsters are still around, not spending enough will be the end of us.”

 

“If I may interject, perhaps we all can come to an even more profitable agreement. It sounds to me you know a place sacked by monsters, your old village? I passed through the unsettled lands between here and Glaucen with my own skill, defeating a few beasts on the way…” My proposal in general seemed to be going well, but I could tell the two thought I was overeager. “It hasn't happened long ago, correct? There are likely provisions still intact there, and since my family and I aren't looking to settle in this area, the *lion’s* share will belong to you.”

 

“Your guess is rather accurate, and a bit happy about heading into danger…”

 

“I had an idea of what your predicament was when I saw you. It’s merely fortunate I was on the mark.” Nothing like dispelling suspicion with truth. Even though my motives were in truth much more pure, the couple was relieved that my strange action just happened to be those of an honest scavenger.

 

“Then what price do you offer your services at?” Harlod asked.

 

Oh.

 

 I have absolutely no idea what a mercenary charges.

 

Per day? Per expedition? Should I include upkeep costs? Even if I would waive it, doing so without treating it as a favor would be strange.

 

“First I’d like a little more information on the task. Do you want me to fight any stragglers? Are you just seeking to recover valuables, or will you try reclaiming your home?” 

 

“If the homes are not in ruins, we hope to return before winter begins in earnest. The village was overrun by a number of large goblins, probably two dozen at most. Since I've only heard of them around wooded areas, they've probably left by now; it’s been four days. We can reach the village with an extended day of travel by walking.” He was hitting the major points of the issue, but I would have rather he told an elaborate story of their escape. 

 

“Mhmm, were the goblins armed?”

 

“Lorn?” Harlod turned to his wife who stopped stitching for a moment. The two of them seemed deep in thought. Yes or no, given how long they were mulling it over, the answer better be important. I asked because it seemed like a question a mercenary would ask; honestly whether they had weapons or not, those below the rank of chief were fodder either way.

 

“I can't remember it clearly, but perhaps one or two had weapons? I don’t remember them being armed, however they didn't leave the impression of assaulting with fang and claw like beasts. Then again, we were rather focused on escaping with our lives.”

 

“So a ‘cleaner’ attack, huh.” While not bright, a few dozen goblins intelligent enough to fight with more than instinct was easy enough to imagine. However if they possessed that much intelligence, how did they come to be out in these empty fields? A goblin nest couldn't possibly go unnoticed this close to a city. Given the level of politicking and plots I saw in the forest, it wouldn't be unreasonable to assume the attack was not something random.

 

Just another reason for me to accompany them there.

 

“Two argent for the whole job, assuming it takes a day of travel and three days of guarding.” That came out to about double the price of staying at the inn for that time. Even if it was a low estimate, since I would make a good profit, it wouldn't seem suspicious.

 

Lorn’s greedy blue eyes were forcibly holding themselves back in false hesitation. “We’ll take your offer. We’d like to purchase a weapon first, but we’ll go as soon as possible.”

 

“Ah…” To show I noticed my inexperience I sighed. “I've already paid for an inn. How about tomorrow morning? What direction is your village?”

 

“The two of us shall wait by the northern gate.” 

 

“I look forward to working with you. I’ll meet with you as soon as possible.” 

 

As I moved to leave, Harlod joined Lorn in mending clothes. His work didn't match hers, but it seemed the two would at least try to meet the demands of their customers before leaving. A good sign— while showing virtues of being proactive and preparation, reclaiming their home wasn’t in itself an upstanding act. I’d truly be troubled by both the position I’d be put in if the quest I was setting up for Tagalong Girl resulted in Negative Karma, as well as what it meant for my ability to evaluate people in this world. I wasn’t quite used to the societal pure-hearted selfishness.

 

In any case, though self interested, the couple appeared benign enough to render aid unto without hesitation. It may have been a little awkward, but a quest had been acquired easily enough.

 

However this put me on a time limit for the real limit we stopped in town. I needed to find the location of cartographer and before dawn.

 

I say that, but in light of my predicament, instead of coming up with an entertaining harebrained scheme that could fail, I just asked some people on the street. With little trouble, it was revealed that while the town on the river didn’t have a cartographer proper, merchants there would be able to offer directions and would ferry others for the right price.

 

Disappointingly settled, it made sense to classify it more as a quest prerequisite anyhow. On the bright side, I could spend the rest of the evening finding a TavernBro to gossip about the Randall-Varren caravan and elves that presumptive innkeep went on about. Nothing like a good bit of lore to pass the time.

            

    
        Chapter 106:Revolution and Reading

    
    
    
    
                After some careful consideration, I approached the Broken Axe. The owner probably didn’t want their establishment to have such an unfortuitous name, but the sign hanging overhead cracked in such a distinctive fashion— split bottom to center, just below the uncracked wood were jutting splinters along the depiction of an axe.


Waltzing through the doorway, I took a deep breath as I cast my gaze over the setting. With only half a few more than dozen tables, it felt rather cozy— if one ignored the odor. Not that it was too terrible; there weren’t many pastures around, so boots were simply covered with mud instead of excrement.


To my good fortune, they were nearly seated to capacity without any empty tables. Looking over my choices of companions, I had five options: a party of four travelers, rejected for their slothful vibe; a man sitting alone, passed over since he seemed to be in a sour mood; two men in a drinking contest; three women in a drinking contest; and a duo whose voices grew louder in argumentation. I listened in while getting a drink before getting involved. Not as much ‘listening in’ as it was ‘not tuning out’.


“You’ve the gall to call me a heretic? I’m not the one expecting the Church to cover for my own mistakes.”


“My mistakes? The real mistake is letting the number of elves increase like this. You think just because they are frail they won’t be able to cause any harm? Tiaism is the path of strength, not mindlessly believing one can wipe away anything that stands before them.” Standing up and waving his arm side to side, gesturing to all the people in the room, vagabond interrupted himself by losing his balance for a second. “Who here would beat an elf ten times out of ten? It’s Disciples blessed by the Patriarch, not us.”


“That’s simply a result of neglecting your own strength.” Hearing something that sounded like a direct reference to myself, I interjected. “I’m no disciple, yet it would be no trouble. Perhaps if you trained instead of fretting, you could actually embark on the path of strength.” 


Sitting down, I smacked the surface of the table. 


“I’ll wager drinks I can win a contest of strength against anyone here ten times in a row. Go depend on someone else if you don’t think you can do it, I’ll buy the both of you drinks for the entire night.” Both men looked at me with slightly surprised expressions, but the local’s squat face quickly turned smug. Starting to nod himself, he smirked.


“Hah, this is a man who knows how to carry himself. Maybe you should just admit your weaknesses are your own, instead of blaming the elves.”


“Feh, my point still stand. He’s just boasting about his strength, it’s not like he would actually be able to defend himself against the elves.” Though not particularly muscular, my size must have discouraged the vagabond, who was not incensed enough to take up my challenge.


“Hmph, what of you, who tried leaving without even a fight? If everyone acted like you, we might as well just cede the land to the point ears.”


“No, the Church has things well under control; no matter how many cowards leave, Disciples are more than enough to maintain order.” The local disagreed with me, his position rooted in the superiority and orthodoxy of the church.


“Oh I wouldn't dare suggest those *leaf-lickers* could do any harm, but are you expecting Paladins and Disciples to work the fields and work the timber? They are protectors, but there would be nothing worth protecting if everyone ran away.”


“But...hmmm.” My rhetorical skills made up for a lack of religious education, and despite feeling something was off with the argument, the local didn't voice any more disagreement. Unfortunately he killed some of the argument’s momentum. The vagabond took his seat once more, drinking his beer swiftly in silence. 


“So you were trying to get out on the Randall-Varren; what’s left for you now? I doubt you're the sort to try catching up to them when they're several weeks out.”


“Of course I'm not foolish enough to try it on my own, but there are plenty mercenaries willing to help those with money catch up. I'm actually a bookbinder from Medean, and fully literate. I guess people like you wouldn't know it, but I've been offered a position in a famous bookstore. Getting away from the elves is just a bonus.” 


“Why are you wearing such a look of pride? Merely keeping records—”


“Ohoh, fully literate? Say, are there any bookstores in this town? I’m not quite fluent in Derrish, so I’ll pay you to find something.” Stopping the local’s disdain, it seemed this vagrant had more potential use than expected. In fact, if not for prior engagements I would have tried to set myself up as his escort. I didn’t have a full grasp of it, but his personality seemed lacking as a beneficiary of heroic deeds. Nonetheless, this was a great opportunity for me.


“At least one of you can appreciate intellectual pursuits. However if you’re not fluent, you won’t find much in this small town. There’s a scrivener that updates some things, but most of what’s for sale are beaten up volumes in archaic dialects that have been sitting in the shop for decades.” Vagabond waved his hand as if shooing the idea away. “A great deal of them are just records about the various merchant groups passing through anyhow, barely anything educational.”


“Look, I’m not asking much, just take me by wherever this place is. I told my sister-in-law I’d find her something, so I’m at least going to check it out.”


“You’re married?” Local and Vagabond proclaimed in unison, Local sputtering some of his drink over the table. I had trouble deciphering their reeling, so far I thought I’d only presented myself as a confident, self-reliant-yet-cordial type. The shock felt unwarranted, almost insultingly so.


“Hmm, keh, sorry. It’s just...hmmm...” Local grabbed his lower face with a thick hand while contemplating aloud. “No, I suppose women would be attracted to your features, but hmmm. Maybe because I can’t imagine Sayla interested…”


“My apologies as well; I’m sure she has a great deal of trust in you, and you honor that. Yes, you definitely are someone who honors your word.”


Why do your roundabout platitudes sound like a fortune teller at a cultural festival Vagabond?


“Why not tell us about her? You don’t look to be a farmer or anything else that could have her work alongside you.” Local moved the conversation along, unfortunately towards my ‘backstory’. 


“Actually, as an alchemist, she helps me out quite a bit with gathering herbs and prepping the materials and such. A shame she couldn't help me strip down some of the Yotta bushes, they grow in surprising abundance in this area. Lucy, her sister, isn't quite at the point where she’s able to help either. I’ve been tutoring her, but it seems to take a while before it really sinks in. Ah, the number of times I cleaned her up after getting Yotta sap on her; Rea is certainly much more deft than her sister, even if she doesn't have a knack for the formulas.”


“The girl best be more careful, that sap is something nasty once it starts sticking to you. A man a few fields over from mine lost two fingers ripping up a sapling and getting his hand coated in the stuff.”


“I can formulate a solvent, so it’s not that critical, though she really should…it takes a bit of effort to make it out in the field.” I made the process sound difficult so Local would hesitate in asking for some. Removing the sap was actually quite easy, since <Prestidigitation> cleared it right up. “Rea and I want her to capitalize on her intelligence, which is why I promised I’d find her a book while I was out.”


“I really doubt there’s anything to be found, but a short break from drinking won't hurt. Until my escort gets here I've nothing to do anyway.” The vagabond shrugged and quickly finished his drink. “I can't say drinking with you was altogether pleasant, but Patriarch bless.”


“The Patriarch shall bless us as we merit.” Local responded with a more formal farewell, one that I think was lifted straight from a line of scripture.


“Look, at least I’ll probably come back in the evening, there's no need for such stern goodbyes. Bah, never mind. Let’s head out.”


As we walked, we properly introduced ourselves— if you presume giving a false name is a proper introduction. Matthias gave a spiel that helped explain the situation of the elves. It’s not quite right to say segregation, while there was a generally negative sentiment, there were plenty who felt neutral or even positive, and as such there was nothing other than ill treatment keeping an individual from being part of society. However there’s not really a better way to describe the logging camps the elf tribes were enlisted in. 


Order was kept through threatening the workers with the extinction of their home tribes, with numerous tribes per camp. This kept most of the elves in line, but in this prisoner’s dilemma more and more cooperated as the rebellions continued. The Church didn't particularly care, a hundred or a thousand elves lost, the matter was barely even recognized in Glaucen, which was far closer than any other cities of even mild import to the Chapter.


A ruthless and efficient solution, if the frequency of massacres really went to show that the preventative measures of the Church weren't doing much. The delays between uprisings were usually just the time it took for them to establish themselves. As inhumane as it was, it didn't really strike me as a worrying trend, at least for humans.


“Here, before you look for something to purchase, let me show you. I know this droll place has copies of at least some of the texts.” We reached the scrivener before the explanation was finished, but I certainly didn't mind. Even if he was wrong, how amusing was it to meet a conspiracy theorist in a fantasy world?


“Matthias, are you trying to raise a panic again?” The most muscular scrivener in the world sat behind a desk, his ink-stained wrist the only apparent mark of his profession. “Do as you will, but I'll have you rebind another three ledgers.”


“Another one. He’s here to find a book to purchase, not just loiter about.”


“He’s looking for a book? This place makes copies, we’re not in the business of just selling books. There might be a few things customers have left behind over the year, but hopefully you aren’t expecting anything.” The scrivener turned back to his desk and an impossibly quick-paced scratching noise filled the room. Was I just supposed to look around and ask if something was for sale? No, Matthias was probably going to lead me around in this case after he was done presenting his theory.


“Follow me, I set aside the copies in the reference room.” Following him into a room with bookshelves, few books had titles written on their spine. It seemed colored tags and the different shelves served to organize them.


Matthias pulled out a set of five books aligned to the right of a lower shelf with varying tag colors, quickly flipping through chunks of the book reaching his desired pages in only a few moments each. In the last he kept a bookmark, but before wondering why he didn’t do the same for the others I spotted the writing on it. 


While most of what I could read was limited to a few alchemy related terms and those relating to trade to acquire such things, Theodore made sure I was wholly numerically literate. At a glance it listed events by dates, though I couldn’t quite figure out the time period between the few I could see. Matthias’ handwriting looked atrocious and smudged, I guess he didn’t have the desire to expand his skills from bookbinder to scrivener, or maybe it was just his writing for personal projects.


Though he set the paper aside for the moment he started explaining.


“This here is a record from Dish, the merchant group that the Church used to develop the lumber camps. Originally one of the most prosperous groups, even with the Church heavily involved, they fell into ruin due to rebellions. Look at this passage, after the initial shock wore off, the elves rebelled almost every other season.” Forcing over the book, he pointed out a passage. I could recognize a few variants of loss, failure, and auxiliary verbs, but Matthias seemed to have already forgotten I couldn’t read well. I’d done enough code-breaking and ciphers that I think I managed to pick out Dish and elf, there was no need to wait before Matthias started up again.


Even someone who could read would have trouble taking in the information that quickly, you excitable dolt.


“Dish was slowly being bled dry, almost every event recorded in here is about the elvish uprisings. However note this third to last entry, with much greater losses. If you cross-reference it with this mercenary record, the annalist mentions hunting down elves that managed to escape. This where it started, elves are long lived things and the true revolution was conceived around 80 years ago.

“There are two years of the seasonal revolutions, but if you map the locations, elves from villages to the east stopped rebelling, and they slowly settle down in a westward motion. The name Hiiosh, appears in the first major rebellion, and if you look through the Dish registers, an elf of that name can be found in large uprising, as well as in the mercenary’s texts.”


“So you’ve deduced their leader, I’m not sure— “


“He’s not important, it’s just to show the connections, he was found dead 30 years ago, just prior to another rebellion. Look at this timeline, seasonal rebellions were reduced to yearly occurrences, with what I believe were the ‘true’ events only taking place every decade or so. However fifty years in, even these events show less commitment. The real kicker is something I discovered by chance.

“While binding books, a dogboy servant of a client cursed at me ‘Hiiosh and Aelun take you’. But who is this Aelun fellow? Back in the mercenary annals the name is not mentioned until fairly recently where it was not associated with hunting elves, but as the presumed leader of a group of beastmen insurgents. This idea was only later confirmed when hearing the name cursed by a group of particularly intelligent goblins found harassing a group of villages twenty years ago.”


“Let me guess, this goblin group was nowhere near where the beastmen operated.”


“Yes! Lately there have been no large insurrections in the past 30 years, and there were no seasonal uprisings this year. Aelun is the new lead of the rebellion and he is ruthless, enlisting the help of even goblins. It’s likely he even betrayed Hiiosh in order to work with them. It was only when I arrived here that I learned of it, but the recent goblin attacks and frequent beasts being driven towards cities are likely his work in preparation for the final attack.”


“If this is as well plotted as you say, then the common folk will surely be in danger, and perhaps the surroundings of Medean will collapse. I don’t see how the local church would fall to it though.”


Though my knowledge of them was slight, clerics on the level of those I met could give all but chieftains a difficult run for their money, and that was only because the recent war left only the toughest and most cunning of them. Assuming that tax-collectors weren’t the peak of the church’s might, even with an army of goblins and beasts I doubted the elves were going to succeed despite preparing all this time.


“All this and you still stick to that idea?”


“Matthias, after a certain point of strength, simply adding numbers to the opposition does nothing. If it’s something like a normal goblin, if I have a weapon, even I could fight them until I needed to sleep. For those truly blessed by the patriarch, even if they were as numerous as the trees in their forest they could do nothing.”


“I don't believe it; Medean is finished. You said it yourself to the fool at the tavern, even if they can be suppressed, the foundation will be ruined.”


“Maybe, but this can't be the first time a city like this has fallen in the chapter. Perhaps it's because I have no attachment, but it won't bother me if this part of the country falls into discord. My duty is to my family, not the land.”


Matthias calmed down without taking the words to heart. Closing the books and placing them back he hung his head.

“It’s not really wrong to say such a thing, but to cast aside so simply what took generations of work…”


“You don't plan to stay here either. If such things are already in the process of coming to pass, beyond the point of no return, it is better to accept it. Now if that’s that, where are the books available for purchase?”


Matthias wasn’t going to change his mind on a dime, but I felt like he’d given up enough information about the oncoming storm, and I wasn’t exactly invested in helping him accept the situation. He didn’t quite have a personality that screamed for tutoring, and there were already students in my care.


Despite differing in our reactions, having heard him out and accepting the theory left him with a helpful attitude towards me. Moving to the back of the building, we walked into a room with a multitude of bins, most of which filled with books thrown in haphazardly. It’s strange to think that these were discarded originals, but most people just didn’t possess that collector’s spirit.


Although I was more of a straight-up pack-rat, which meant I didn’t have Inventory space to casually swipe an entire crate. Instead I quickly sifted through pages, neatly stacking them in several piles as I went through them.


“Is there something you’re looking for? I can’t guess what you’re after by those piles.”


“A history book preferably, and if there is one, something I could read, though that would likely just be a ledger of some sort.”


The piles beside me were for books in too poor condition; a pile whose format I couldn’t understand; and two piles I believed I could use to decipher the language given enough time, one with alchemical terms and the other without. It would take a lot of page turning, but already knowing a few words, several books would be far more than enough to serve as a Rosetta Stone. I’d taken a few cracks at linguistic reconstruction and conlangs, although they weren’t my thing. There’d be plenty of time on our journey for me to work things out even by brute force.


I couldn’t make much out, and Matthias didn’t have a good idea of what I really needed, so we didn’t take too long making an uninformed decision. At least given how he described the book as an ‘unabridged collection of trade summits involving Medean’, there was likely a good bit of history included. Without better options, it would just have to do.


On top of that, I grabbed four books for myself. Something like an actual textbook on alchemical properties would have been too valuable to leave behind, but there were plenty of ledgers left by alchemists over the years that were formulaic enough to be decoded. I grabbed two such tomes, one suspected to be a biography, and a thinner text Matthias identified as a common collection of fables. Good for some cultural analysis, if I could read it.


As Matthias browsed a newfound mercantile annal, I patiently stood in front of Scrivener with books in hand. When he finally looked up from his writing, his eyebrows jumped.


“Five? They may have been left behind, but it's not garbage to get rid of. Three argent apiece is generous offer, and only because you're taking so many.” The yearly salary of a peasant, even if professional work made more, that was likely still a sizeable sum. For books in boxes, it felt like I was getting scalped.


Considering my absurd wealth, I could probably buy the whole shop at that rate. Still, taking the first offer might seem suspicious, and it's good to be frugal no matter your station.


“14 argent. This little book is on its last few reads, not to mention how much less of it there is.”


“Fine, 14 it is. Why ever you want those kinds of things, come back if you seek more. Or better yet if you want something copied.” Placing the coins on the counter, Scrivener scooped them into a giant hand before they clinked away out of sight. After several moments he looked at me. “Is there another matter?”


“No, I was just looking to see if Matthias was about to return from the back. Tell him I'll be back at the Broken Axe once I drop these off at my inn.”


“He gets rather absorbed in those conspiracies, but I shall.”


Nodding farewell, I took to the streets. Hopefully Tagalong Girl would like what I'd ended up with. If not, we would stop by at least one more city before crossing the featureless wilds. There hadn't been any literature in Salt Village, so she could wait a little longer before getting her hands on some.

            

    
        Chapter 107:Study, then party

    
    
    
    
                “*Tadaima*~” I opened the door to see Ria sleeping on a bed and Tagalong Girl sitting cross legged on the floor. Perfectly piling previously packed parkas...okay, so they were heavy cloaks, not technically parkas, and they only made up a portion of what was there, but I digress. Going through our clothing it seemed like she was looking for something, though for a moment I didn’t realize what for. Most of what we had came from the village, and Pan didn’t know she would be tagging along— I quickly answered my own question.


“If you’re looking for something that’ll fit you better, I can modify one no problem. You’ve but to ask.”


“I understand.” She started gathering the clothes to put them away. Although she left one out, her hurried manner belied the unease of being caught.


“Why do I get the feeling that you really don’t understand?” I crouched down next to her, setting aside the stack of books. “Acting serious is understandable, and self reliance is admirable, but you’re my apprentice. I've at least some measure of responsibility for your wellbeing.”


This was far from the first time I’d given this spiel, and though it grew old, I wouldn't be letting up on it. She acted reminiscent of a number of paranoid and overly cautious friends I played with; her tune wouldn't change from words. 


I felt uneasy with manufacturing the required dangers as I had in the past to accelerate things. Such ironic methodologies were best left behind with Jester; if I was to be Tagalong Girl’s tutor, that meant more than just the surface appearances of the role. Even if it meant dealing with painfully repetitive dialogue and one sided conversation at times.


“Anyhow, I chanced upon a scrivener’s place, and found an old book for you. I picked up a few for myself as well; you’re free to read through any of them, but I wouldn’t try tearing through them just yet. There’s a displaced couple that wants to hire us as mercenaries, and it’s an opportunity for you to fight against goblins in real combat.”


“I'll prepare myself.”


“It won't be much different than hunting, you’re not being shoved out of the nest. Just keep a cool head when the time comes and we’ll see what you’re capable of.”


Expecting the following silence, I turned to Ria for the moment. Breathing peacefully with her eyes closed, she was asleep at the moment, but her arms were above the cover in a manner that didn’t reflect her sleeping habits. She’d also been moved in the direction of the headboard; chances are she had been sitting up in bed while awake earlier. Hopefully if she tried talking with Tagalong Girl she had better luck than I in eking out a conversation. 


Considering our slow goings in our quests, they would be spending a lot of time together, I wished they would get along. Tagalong Girl seemed intent on keeping that dream a fantasy for a while yet; hopefully Ria wasn’t too dissuaded. Though I’d not known her before the illness, I felt things must be uncomfortable for her— not having anyone to casually converse with. Her brief chats with me were— and I hate to phrase it this way, but it’s likely the most accurate— the result of stockholm syndrome putting her more at ease. 


Perhaps we could come to a more normal relationship when she recovered, but while able to maintain consciousness for extended periods, the end wasn’t in sight. It would be silly to think merely injecting mana would fix whatever afflicted her; as her horns greedily ate my mana, I was doubtlessly fulfilling their purpose, perhaps even feeding some magical parasite. Of course, were that the case, it at least alleviated the need for it to feed upon her. 


Sitting on the side of the bed, I examined her skin. Fully transforming from crimson to an equally vibrant orange, her hue didn't stabilize, instead taking a golden sheen. Would she pass through each color of the rainbow, or was it merely a transition from red to yellow? It was a little early to make out anything more than a hint on her torso and back, and it had yet to spread to her limbs, so I could do little other than speculate.


Other than that, Ria remained in good health. No strange discolorations, no fever, and she’d regained enough strength to toss about while unconscious, so even the chance of developing bedsores had all but disappeared. She did seem to sleep too deeply, but even back in my original world I had friends that slept through being picked up and carried around. Such a habit may be troublesome in a world full of danger, but it wasn’t that important, just something to keep note of.


I thought on my next move for the day; I wanted to head back to the Broken Axe by evening, but there weren’t actually many ways to pass the time productively. I could practice magic in the meantime, or simply let time pass, but I've been told it can be unnerving to watch me stare blankly at a wall. Besides, it wasn’t just about waiting, it needed to be something that involved Tagalong Girl.


Though she kept quiet, was reluctant to make a fuss over anything, and came up with adorable ‘plans’, she couldn’t hide the fact she was a roiling ball of energy. Practical combat lessons, exercises, and the like, she overwhelmingly favored training she had to take an active role in. It wasn’t childish to prefer such things, but she hadn’t yet learned how to make use of time when her movements were restricted. 


“Before I head out again, why don’t we work on your sight some? You said before that your vision felt cloudy when using it, but since you were able to pass *Projectiles 101*, it can’t be holding you back too much. Is there a change to your sight, or are you just getting more used to things?”


“It’s easier to ignore it, since I know how to search actively now.”

“Ignoring it, hmm? Well, if that works for, it’s alright. Perhaps once you learn some magic we can try a different *tack*.” Also once I actually learned the underpinnings of magic myself. Though the spell shapes were consistent and seemed to have certain themes, I really was more of a sorcerer with little understanding of how or why my magic worked.


Still, with creativity even simplistic innate knowledge was enough for a lesson plan. Forming a spell shape, I held it without casting. I waited a bit for Tagalong Girl to understand my intentions on her own.


Unfortunately without context of what the spell was, she grew frustrated in silence, unwilling to concede. A vibrant determination to waste time.


“Start with describing the shape.” Being able to see it made the task trivial, but learning to enumerate the components would be helpful. Probably.


“A...sphere? No, a…*toroid*?”


A toroid, huh? That's a decent description, though it really described the orientation of connections rather than the shape of the spell.


“I would say it's a *bithex*, but you have the general idea. Now the color.”


She looked incredulous at the answer and the question. She couldn't be blamed for either, I hadn't really gone over much geometry, and <Conjurer of Cheap Tricks> possessed a color of magic unlike other spells whose magic was merely a color.


“A...silver blue? With dark...red sparks?”


“Trying to fit in patterns when I asked for colors? No, that's perfectly alright, in fact I wouldn't mind if you'd taken it further. Communicate the idea of the color, if there's not a word for it, you've got to define it on your own.”


“Then a rigid yellow, and circular green?”


“Mmn. Encompassing-clear burning *taiji* is what I thought, but good, one can see the outline from that.”


Once again, her eyes glazed over in internal struggle, in an attempt to compute the lesson, trying to figure out how this would help. After all, our other lessons that seemed like nonsense eventually came to make sense. Precedent helped keep her focused, even if I remained unsure of the payoff.


Releasing <Conjurer of Cheap Tricks> from my mind, we shifted through several more spells, each of her explanations just as stilted and dubious as the first. Yet while far from accurate feelings, they were still technically correct in many senses, so I nodded and praised her.


I thought about contemplating the nature of teaching what one doesn’t know but decided against it. Encouraging her had to be the best path forward, wasn’t it?


Her eyes trembled lightly, and I kept the spell up for only a few more moments when she truly lost focus. In much the same way mortal eyes become strained when staring, Tagalong Girl couldn’t use her ‘<Mage Sight>’ continuously without eventually feeling some minor backlash.


Again, pressing herself to her limits. I’d never played teacher before to such a dedicated student, feeling unsatisfied with balancing her needs. There was a first time for everything, but I also had to be aware of what couldn’t be undone.


“Continuing to strain yourself like this can be detrimental to your health. I more than understand the desire to push your limits, but you’ll overburden yourself if you do so at every moment. Here, why don’t you take a break to read while I head back out.” Pulling out the books of trade summits and fables, I handed them over. “Well, it’s probably not what you had in mind, so I also got this storybook.”


“Erm…” Vigorously blinking, Tagalong Girl reached out to take both books. “Thank you?”


“I’ll be back in a bit.” I laughed a little at the questioning tone. Repacking the clothes, I patted her head before leaving.


As I walked through the lower floor, I pulsed my senses, seeing if I could catch any reactions without giving myself away. No footsteps, or startled noises from upper floors sounded either. All scenarios that gave that result were promising for our safety, so I left without worry.


At ease from upcoming quest, I headed back to the Broken Axe, wondering if Local still remained. Unlike Matthias who was waiting for an escort, surely he couldn’t just waste noon til evening drinking away. It’s probably unjust to call the economic situations of such a large country schizophrenic, but seeing him still there brought into question how he afforded the dozen mugs and several plates of food in the meantime.


Rather impressive to see him up and talking clearly with a lady after that many drinks.


“Ah, would this be Sayla?” Interrupting as I sat, the lady gave me a stern look. No, not a stern look, she just possessed taut lips and a certain direction to her gaze. Not unattractive, as usual, but it did give the impression she was glaring.


“A friend of yours, Ordon?”


“He was just drinking with me earlier today. Kazma, was it?”


“Kazuma. A traveling alchemist, pleasure to make your acquaintance.” Merely a dip of the head as I introduced myself, but Sayla didn’t seem to think highly of it. Ordon noticed the same thing, and his face lit up with a thoughtful, mischievous smile.


“We got into a little debate earlier, and he claims he could beat anyone here in a contest of strength ten times in a row, wagering drinks for the night. Is that bet still on?”


Hay hey hey, you really want a drink that badly? We were on the same side in that debate you rascal. And now you want your wife to beat me? Her presence has more gravitas than yours, but it’s not going to be enough, you’re just going to make her feel bad.


“Haa~” Sayla also grinned confidently as I let out a sigh “Well, I don’t particularly want to lose, and the point is undermined if I refuse. So I suppose…”


“Kazuma, while it’s no good to be meek, making claims like that are bad too.” Ordon’s wife looked like she was relishing the chance for a challenge. Her muscles, though moderate, were defined to the point where I could see her flexing them in anticipation.


“I can only beat her one in five times. Good luck my friend.” So this is just supposed to be a shared suffering among comrades, is it?


Well, I’ll leave you alone then.


Not that I felt any ill will now, it seemed to be just a bit of fun. Of course a culture built around self-reliance and power would favor these kinds of direct competitions.


“So what’ll we be doing? An arm wrestle? Lifting?”


“Hmm, you don’t know?” Ordon lifted his brows. “I guess as a traveller...here a test of strength refers to Sumo.” I asked for an explanation, and the rules he explained were basically sumo, although one was not allowed to lift their feet from the ground. For such reasons, matches were held on a dirt floor, although professionals would compete on polished stone or hardwood while wearing silky socks.


Interesting how professional and amateur versions of a sport could diverge depending on the equipment available. A surface with reduced friction would be a whole different game than one where the ground was malleable… anyhow, as I asked my questions and pondered the nature of ‘Sumo’, a chant was already starting throughout the bar. I caught some background characters even cheering her name. Seems like it isn’t an unusual event.


While the town was fairly developed, a small dirt yard was shared behind the Broken Axe with a few other buildings. A spectator volunteered to ref, drawing out a circle for us to step into. In addition to Ordon, seven others unrelated the matter followed us out.


“I’m not sure how great a victory this will really be, since you’ve never done Sumo before.” Sayla seemed a little less excited knowing her opponent wasn’t familiar with the challenge. 


I didn’t have anything to say that wouldn’t be contrary to my persona, or otherwise enrage her so I said nothing, stepping into the ring with a smile. Derrish sumo also varied slightly in that you start standing up with your hands contacting your opponent’s, locked, but not with fingers intertwined.


Since I wasn’t staying, upending the reigning champ was no good.


“Start!”


Whumph.


“Eh?”


No good, but hey, since when do I choose good decisions over fun ones?


Swiftly moving our arms into a position her joints could take the strain, I simply shoved her so she’d stumble back out of the ring, still able to catch herself on reflex.


There were mutters of disbelief from the crowd, except for one who I assume was a stranger, and Ordon, whose mouth simply hung open.


“Haha, you surprised me there. You’ve got more muscle in those thin arms than I thought. Once more!” Knocked out so quickly, Sayla hadn’t depleted any of her energy. Now she looked fired up as well.


Our hands locking together a second time, I could feel her muscles trembling in anticipation, ready to bend and negate the force of my push. As charming as the sports competition was, I began feeling embarrassed partaking when my opponent’s stats were so far below my own. Especially when they had technique to show for it as well. Not that I couldn’t pull out techniques as well, but that would be grinding the heel wouldn’t it?


“Start!” Ref seemed more on edge this time, leaning towards us as if that would help his view. Just take a half step closer.


Sayla drew back her arms anticipating my moves, but instead I just kept our hands locked together, and she drew herself towards me. Keeping her momentum going, I began to spin her out the rink. Almost catching her balance, I released her hands at just the right moment.


“While I’ve never played Derrish sumo, I am familiar with a similar sport. It depends more on weight, but it seems the principles are the same.” Playing it off, I flamboyantly cracked my knuckles. 


“Ten times...?” Muttering to herself, Sayla steadied herself and walked back to the ring. Oh, don’t make me do this ten more times, this is unbecoming for the both of us. Of course ceding or showing mercy didn’t go well with this type.


“Start!” This time she came in for a tackle, making use of her lower center of mass. Theoretically, this would be the best option against an opponent who was relatively light for their height. Indeed, she successfully grappled me, but she ran into a wall.


As a master hammerer, of course I know how to plant my feet.


Thinking quickly, she changed course from pushing to lifting. A better strategy, as I was not supernaturally heavy. Yet letting her win by just standing still wasn’t the answer either. Returning the favor, I grabbed her waist, and vastly exceeding her resistance, lifted her into the air as well before setting her down outside the ring.


Thankfully several spectators were drunk enough to cheer, despite the foregone conclusion. Their energy helped drain tension from the atmosphere. To keep things lighthearted, I gave them a smile and a thumbs up.


“Woo! Knock ‘er down again!”


This time, after trying to contest my strength instead of being thrown out instantaneously, Sayla needed to take a short breather.


“Alright, I’ll keep him from recovering!” Ordon stepped up this time, with a complicated expression. A mixture of surprise at my abilities and a light-hearted determination to help his wife. It was a bit cute, a small boy fighting for his crush against a bully, even though he stood no chance.


Wait, that’s pretty bad. I should really put something more like a kids sports team facing varsity team. Although that metaphor is a little on the nose; just please don’t think of me as a bully.


“Sorry for thinking you were full of yourself before. Though Sayla might not have gotten so worked up if you’d been as forceful as before.” Locking hands, we waited for the ref, and then I pushed him out. I waited a second, so it could seem like he bought time for his wife to rest up.


“So, who’s next? Remember, drinks are on me if you win.” I tried inviting more people to the ring. More challengers, less personal. 


“Well, got nothing to lose at this point!” One of my hype-men awkwardly flailed out of his shirt as he ran over. I couldn’t suppress a grin.


“Haha, you’re that excited to lose?”


“Sayla and Ordon both already lost, no big deal if I join them.” Yes, precisely my intention! Sometimes some randomness out of left field can help. Laughing as we started, the challengers just kept getting worse, and he soon found himself out.


Even so, the pace of things sped up. With my swift and gentle removal of opponents, they could quickly cycle back in after catching their breath. Clamoring and cheering one after another, more people came around to see what was happening. Those hot blooded folk, stirred up after a quick defeat wanted another go; but with the champion occupied, they set up their own circles. 


The barkeep started making trips out to the yard with drinks, and some other nearby building brought along some small fajita-like dishes. The sun was setting and a party spontaneously erupted around the four rings that developed. Winning well over ten, probably closer to three score, matches, Sayla seemed to have let go of beating me. Instead she and her husband competed in the other rings, seeing who could defeat the most opponents.


Ordon wasn’t usually her match, and now that she needed to let off steam, only the hesitance of her contenders let him keep pace.


“Now what’s all this Kazuma?” I heard a familiar voice trying to shout over the noise, Matthias struggling to push through the crowd. At last an opening to free myself; at some point people stopped watching me as a champion of sumo, and more as just a curious event.


“This should cover a few barrels, aye?” Simply slinging a sucker out of bound, I placed an aurum into the palm of the passing barkeep, loudly announcing my intention. I could now exit the stage with no ill will.


“And bring out as many of these things as you got.” I cried, handing over another to the cook. “*I am quite the young master, aren’t I?*” 


Chuckling to myself, I enjoyed the vibrant energy of the night.

            

    
        Chapter 108: Tempering

    
    
    
    
                Letting out a long yawn, Imira stretched out her limbs for the fourth time. Her uneasy movements once again caught the momentary attention of the militia standing watch, before he dozed off again. Disdainful of his lackadaisical attitude, Imira scanned the fields herself. 


Despite standing next to the town wall, farmland could be seen giving way to untamed grasses on the horizon. She found it strange so many wandered the streets here when there were fields to be claimed just a short distance away. It shouldn’t have been the result of beasts, otherwise the guard’s incompetence was truly betraying the trust of the townsfolk. And she couldn’t stand that—


“Lucy, I know it’s early, but let’s enjoy the sun as it comes up. Let’s not worry about others, okay?” Alric interrupted her internal thoughts with strange clarity once again. He claimed not to read minds, but it would probably be less unsettling if he did.


“Did they not say they would meet us here early in the morning?”


“Ah, I was the one to suggest the time. I suppose my definition may be a bit earlier than others. You don’t have many hours in a day, it’s got to be before the sun comes up.” Turning to look over the horizon, he tapped the metallic spot on his cheek. “Or, not, but it ought to be that way.”


If there weren’t many hours in a day, then he needed to explain his penchant for wasting time. Zoning out, talking nonsense, and wanting the three of them to undertake unnecessary tasks… while Alric could be ruthlessly efficient, he seemed to take pleasure doing otherwise.


As they waited, a surprising number of people came up to chat with him. All seemed to have varying degrees of admiration, overjoyed they could talk together. While under a pseudonym, secrecy more or less was abandoned, openly talking about how they’d be traveling north for a few days to fight some goblins. 


Telling unrelated stories, Alric waved his arms erratically, quickly closing the gap between himself and others, making physical contact with them to punctuate certain elements. Both of them were unfamiliar with how others would usually act throughout Derriad; she had no better idea than he how city folks acted. Yet as soon as one recognized him, they acted strangely as well. 


While the Guardian of Man encouraged fellowship and teamwork, that was because working together brought greater results. Being on good terms helped with this— but who throws themselves into the arms of a frivolous person? All these people were just rushing to waste their time with him. There were no profits by befriending Alric, and it wasn’t some long standing relationship. If she’d not travelled with him, it would strike her as an attempt to con them into doing his bidding.


“You listen to your brother-in-law, you hear? He knows exactly how to get by in life, your sister is a lucky lass.” Alric began dispersing visitors, and one gave Imira his unsolicited opinion while leaving.


“Hop aboard Lucy. Though we’ve been kept waiting, it can’t be helped.” 


“It’s still unclear why we are helping them. Aren’t you supposed to be finding a cure?” He sighed as she climbed aboard, as if she’d asked a thousand times already. While certainly thinking it that often, Imira rarely voiced her concern; since it wasn’t the cure so much as—


“Look, if I declare a task important, I’m not going to forget about it. Time may feel like it drags on for you, but once you learn to let it pass… Hmm, well you’re closer to Kat so you probably can’t understand it yet.” His head slowly turned back and forth abandoning his explanation; subconsciously surveying those around while lost in thought. Settling down, she double checked that Ria was properly covered and her spear was readily available. Of course the older girl had no flaws in her disguise after Alric checked on her, and the spear was waiting atop the rest of the gear along the wall’s bottom as usual.


Leaning in the corner of the cart opposite Ria, Imira felt comforted as she grabbed hold of her weapon. Though they may not have been moving forward at full speed out of Derriad, she really had come quite a long way. Even lacking combat experience with any stakes, it felt as though she reached a point where being abandoned wouldn’t lead to her immediate demise.


Any non-trivial threat would still be her demise, but she felt progress. Alric may have something that might generously be called plan after all.


“So you’ll need a few more years before reaching the understanding he did. At least in the meantime, keep the faith. Again you’ve managed to convince yourself, but I truly hope you can find something more from my company. ‘Tis the first time I’ve had a pupil so reticent as thou.” Again he sighed, from a feeling of malaise this time. He faced the other way, but Imira did her best not to show any reaction, in case could somehow see.


Like Rion before him, Alric was just a way to escape the confines of village life, and perhaps serve the purpose of demonstrating how to explore the great world. If he left on his own, or took a path she didn’t wish to follow, she didn’t want to rely and trust in him too much. His brief emote brought a doubt to her doubting, but more than a mage or warrior, Alric exhibited the spirit of a roguish actor.


The farmer he’d not-quite swindled in naught but seconds, those fake disciples hunting him he’d easily duped, even those earlier who flocked to him as tame animals would; Imira remained steadfastly wary against inexplicable charisma. Perhaps it had not been any sort of ploy at all, but a mere sigh pulled her to feel remorse. 


“Greetings Harlod, Lorn. Allow me to properly introduce myself once more, with my family. My name is Kazuma, an alchemist trained under Theodore of Glaucen. My wife’s name is Rea, and forgive her lack of a personal introduction, as she is quite ill. For the same reason, we are unable to share the cart with you. And lastly…”


“Lucy, Rea’s sister.” Raising herself over the edge so as not to appear rude, Imira tried getting a good view of their ‘employers’. She couldn’t discern why Alric chose to help them, carrying no outward signs of excellence, yet they still carried themselves with enough pride that this was not an undertaking of pity. In plain clothes, and only one weapon between them, they also did not appear wealthy or well connected. The only thing of note, and it was a stretch to try and call it a reason, was the glimmer of determination in their eyes.


Imira never put much stock in such things, but Alric did, so she could only assume such a subjective trait granted the couple a chance.


“Let us talk on the way. Though you were waiting for us, we’d like to get there as quickly as we’re able.” Lorn spoke in a commanding tone, vying for the position of de facto leader. An unnecessarily aggressive move that made Imira think ill of her.


“As you say, we should not waste time.” Alric happily smiled and Sparky set off along the road, and they left the town behind.


She’d grown used to it in part, but the underdeveloped lands so close to a proper town made her suspicious. While there were occasional hints of boulders and other large stones protruding from the soil, leaving so much land fallow seemed odd. Since they were heading out to hunt goblins, perhaps a tribe lurked in the dense grasses? It all felt too reminiscent of the interstitial area they passed through right after leaving Salt Village— untamed.


Without a care in the world, Alric chatted with their guests about the path between them and their destination, what the village was like, and other things that might be expected on the mission before digressing into more personal matters, like the people who once lived there, and how the two lived before being driven out.


Of course, the discussion seemed primarily with Halrod, as Lorn kept a stern, and redundant watch over their surroundings. While having hired Alric, she didn’t seem to have complete trust in him. Strange to pay someone you don’t trust to watch your back, but numbers were their own form of safety, even if they didn’t contribute much. Harlod on the other hand, while still slightly curt with his answers was at least keeping up a polite facade. Imira didn’t know for sure if it was a facade or not; but likely he was not thrilled with how gregarious their mercenary was, just concealing it better than his partner.


Several hours later, after announcing they’d passed the halfway point, Lorn gave her husband the large pack she’d been carrying, while relieving him of the spear. Alric sent a glance towards the back of the cart, a hopeful smile on his face.


“Stamina balance.” She answered half under her breath. Lorn planned on fighting on arrival, so she let Harlod carry the weapon to protect them on the way, so if they were to encounter some small skirmish, she would be in top condition for the main battlefield. Trading for the spear some time in advance would let her rest up, relatively speaking, after carrying a large burden.


“Good. And observe.” Half sentences were enough, with his depth of tonality. Had she always been able to discern such subtle clues? Were those at the village just so obvious in their intentions that she’d never noticed? Or was this one of his tools in getting people to do his bidding, being capable of subvocalizing hints without speaking? He clearly expressed an expected dissatisfaction, along with an encouraging urge for her, that she might take joy in analyzing the movements of their companion as well.


Or he said pride— looking upon Lorn carry the spear gave Imira a deep sense of satisfaction in her own progress. Gripping the haft in a manner halfway between a readied position and using it as a walking stick, the switch to a combat-ready stance would take longer than if she’d just held it in a more relaxed manner. It also implied she used the weapon solely as a spear, without regarding possible use as a light quarterstaff. Imira could even faintly make out a paleness to her knuckles from holding it too tight, digging into the ground as if making postholes, trying to enlarge her presence.


Alric occasionally sent her deferential words on silver platters, so as to solidify ‘party dynamics’. Again his presence as an actor revealed itself, Imira could only imagine how much internal scorn he had for posturers with large egos. He referred to it as diplomancy, and while it was a skill she could hardly comprehend, it served its purpose to smooth over the mood.


Sun dipping near the horizon, Imira noticed Alric adjusting himself. Looking out over the horizon, she spotted wild grasses giving way to farmland once again. A few more minutes and she could make out buildings. 


“Now then, your house is that one, across the one with the demolished porch?”


“Yes.”


“In that case I’ll go inside, to make sure it’s clear. Lucy, help with the ambush… if it occurs. I’ll come out shortly after to help you retreat to our base. Harlod, you can borrow this shield. Is the plan acceptable Lorn?” Reaching back, he pulled a buckler from the air next to Ria, though only Imira could tell from this angle. It didn’t look particularly strong, but Harlod accepted as it would be better than nothing.


“Your idea is fine. Do you really expect an ambush?” Looking across the vacant streets, Lorn seemed skeptical. She wanted Alric to lead the way in case there were ambushes inside and didn’t think holding their position was a risky move. 


It was a logical course of action, and as Alric suggested it himself, one couldn’t blame her for forcing him. Imira felt troubled because if something was inside, he could detect it from where they were, and there most definitely was an ambush. Her confidence couldn’t keep her heart from beating faster. 


“Well, you never know. Best to always stay on guard.” Lifting his maul up over his shoulder, despite its good make the cart creaked at the sudden movement. Hopping down, he stroked Sparky’s flank. “I’ll be right back boy. Keep Rea safe, and don’t let Lucy get beat up either.”


So he’d intervene if things went too far, but would hesitate to interfere.


Well that was fine. She had her spear, and goblins couldn’t compare to what lurked in the forest.


Alric opened the door, waving back to them before vanishing inside. Quiet began to fall over the group.


“How long do you think it’ll take him to check? I don’t see why goblins would just hide at our appearance.”


“They’re cowardly when alone. If one stayed behind, it would definitely flee until backed into a corner.” More than any other creature, her lessons focused on goblins. From habits, their facsimile of culture, down to the inefficiencies of how their hearts pumped blood; they’d been such a focus Imira felt they’d been oddly absent from the journey. Even not considering the abnormal attention in her studies, other than a slime or rats, shouldn’t goblins be the most prevalent encounter?


Softly scraping sounds of metal from around the corners of the nearby buildings suggested that they would finally be showing their ugly hides. Crouching, while keeping visibility over the edges of the cart, she once more glanced over the bed to confirm where everything was, taking note of areas she could dodge to.


“There!” Harlod put his shield up and called out as he noticed three goblins round the corner. Looking bulkier than expected, the goblins were slightly larger than Imira, but with readily apparent muscle. All wore cheap leather armor, but it looked surprisingly well fitted.


“They’re unarmed. Watch the front and I’ll be able to take them down safely with this reach.” It wasn’t an altogether bad plan, the path between buildings was wide, but still limited lateral movement. Going on the offensive with such low attack power against three enemies, a dedicated Tank only made their prospects slightly less risky.


“Stay on the defensive.” After some thought, Imira gave advice to the couple. With Alric nearby, they weren’t in mortal danger, but she didn’t want to fall short of his expectations. He mentioned the importance of being able to lead and give commands; it had never been a focus, travelling only as a group of three, but any opportunity to show her growth would please him. Besides, they were allies who had not taken the whole of the battlefield into account. “There’s still the armored opponent. They are preparing an ambush.”


Stationed before the first pair of buildings, the cart gave a vantage point over the fields, making a surprise attack from the rear impossible. If not for that, the couple would be easily surrounded.


“There are two more coming around this side, one from the left, one from the right. Both wear scale mail.”


“So goblins can do this as well… we’ll try to break through these three and loop around to strike their back.” Harlod raised the buckler up, looking to Lorn to confirm, about to charge.


“Some goblins understand Derrish.” Imira grumbled aloud, were it just the two of them that may have been a good plan with the information they had. If they couldn’t drop all three goblins, at least they would only have to deal with one front. That ignored the possibility of further reinforcements, quality armor implied at least one intelligent leader.


Not to mention, this plan ignored her existence. Despite her combat power equalling theirs, they underestimated her due to her age, though that was fine. That brought up a slightly more infuriating implication, the two had no qualms splitting off from her. Absolutely understandable. An act Imira felt she agreed with in theory, but it irritated her. What sort of ‘comrades’ were these?


Her presence was deterring the flanking goblins, but they still steadily approached. By abandoning the cart she could easily link up with Harlod and Lorn; Alric would control Sparky to take Ria to safety, but if it came to that Imira would feel as though she failed. Or at least have her mistakes pointed out to her.


Mistakes she would always have been able to overcome had she thought a little more on the issue. Alric avoided impossible puzzles, even if the answers were unorthodox. What did he want her to do here? Gain skill in fighting?


And protect those around her.


“Both of you stand fast.” Imira gracefully hopped out of the cart, using her spear to dissipate energy from the fall to land softly. She couldn’t defend Ria and Harold and Lorn if they split up. She could defend from the cart, but her best spear techniques were meant for charges. Being uncertain of how long those two could hold out for, she needed to end things quickly.


“Hold on, you had a better position in the cart!” Harlod worried, the slight distraction a signal for his opponents. However Lorn kept herself readied, and goblins still feared death. The two closer to her side hesitated as she lightly jabbed her spear, with only one closing in quickly, he was able to knock down the last.


Tilting forward after overextending himself, Lorn fended off the other two; unable to land the finishing blow, the goblin scrambled back. Resetting themselves to the same positions as before, just slightly more tired with a few meaningless abrasions on the goblins’ side.


Knowing they wouldn’t die immediately, Imira fully turned her attention to the goblin ahead of her, with the cart hiding her figure from the other ambusher. Angled Imira rotated her position back to increase her peripheral vision of the other opponent, while trying to keep the distance between herself and her target steady.


Not seeing her as much of a threat, it charged. Waiting for this moment, she responded in kind.


Suddenly uncertain of its decision, the goblin tried to slow itself, but found doing so difficult in metal armor. Heavy impact shook her arms, but the spear messily pierced its skull, instantly falling limp towards her. 


She’d done it.


Imira forcibly suppressed the momentary elation, as the other armored goblin advanced. Approaching the cart, she grew worried, trying to dislodge her spear. She’d hoped the weight would push the goblin all the way to the base, making it easy to retrieve, but the corpse fell over leaving the spear precisely halfway through the cranium.


Luckily the armored goblin chose another target, veering left down the road.


“Watch backs!” One more from another direction would doubtless break their equilibrium, so Imira hurried on after. But with her in the mix, things again came to a standstill for all to catch their breath.


If she charged first, she couldn’t guarantee a kill, especially against scale mail, it would have too much time to react. It could tell if it charged her, it would likely die, and charging the couple might wound them, but leave it exposed to Imira. Harlod and Lorn already were failing to break through the group of three, and exposing their backs to the larger group was infinitely foolish. Those three goblins were in the same predicament, aggressive, but unwilling to be the one knocked to the ground or risk being stabbed.


The armored goblin began barking and croaking, putting Imira into a hyperaware state. It didn’t seem to be directing its call at the three either. More reinforcements? Moving out of her charge-ready stance, she stepped into a pose to better watch the area.


Behind them at the end of the street, a goblin missing its right forearm charged awkwardly towards the cart. Was she meant to leave it to Alric, or to protect Ria over their employers? Combat meant making snap decisions even in uncertainty. Though she still felt uneasy with Ria’s presence, she charged towards the crippled goblin. 


The only time it took to dispatch it was the time necessary to close the gap, but from behind her, there was a shout. After tearing through half the goblin’s neck, she pivoted around to return, starting to charge back, but her steps faltered a few steps in.


Harlod stood over a prone Lorn, shield at the ready, but all goblins save one were on the ground. 


“Hmm. Apologies for using your kitchen utensils for that, but I’m sure there are plenty left behind. Let’s move inside before any more come this way.” Her giant of a teacher kept the last aloft by its neck, applying just a bit of pressure until it fell unconscious, before heading back inside.

            

    
        Chapter 109:Heading out to slack

    
    
    
    
                Dislocating a few joints, I set the raal in scale mail in the entryway before grabbing Ria and bringing her indoors. Looking over Imira’s kills on the way, while the first was a bit on the risky side, it was an advanced maneuver in the first place. Considering the physical requirements to impale through a skull, and quickly retrieve it from the other side without losing much momentum, she’d done well with how poorly the attack suited her at the moment.


Returning inside, the three awaited me at what served as the dining table. Unfortunately while the abundance of lumber and carpenters meant houses in Medean’s domain were quite well built, there was still a lack of comfortable furniture. I sat down across from Lorn and Harlod with Ria on my lap, and Tagalong Girl moved to stand slightly closer to me.


“You did well out there to protect your sister. I should have guarded her myself.” No matter which path she took, I could praise her for her benevolence. It showed she was still thinking of her duty as a test, assuming I would not want to interfere, maybe even thinking I would chastise her for leaving Ria’s safety to someone else. Tagalong Girl might be having trouble with discerning the duality of motives, while it had been a test for her, it was also a real mission. I hoped she properly understood the implication it was okay to do poorly on the test if it meant protecting someone.


“It’s not certain why at the moment, but from that setup, and the two I found indoors, the goblins have an interest in staying here for the moment.”


“There were two in here? But we didn’t hear anything…” 


“What little remains of them is in the cellar. Goblins are fond of dark areas.” I waved aside Harlod’s question. There hadn’t actually been any, but I couldn’t just say I was letting them all fight it out by themselves for no reason, especially when I could so easily resolve a fight. Instead, I’d taken two goblin corpses from Inventory and splattered them across the floor and wall. “After you all started fighting, I was in a rush, so I couldn’t question them, luckily you’d left some alive for me to capture.”


“Hmph.”


“Left some alive? You absolutely slaughtered the whole group.” Lorn scoffed, but her husband seemed rather giddy. He was the one who pushed for certainty in their mission after all, while Lorn wanted speed and profit. I’d like you to limit your greed in front of my disciple, display some grace.


“With all their backs turned to me, they were simply stationary targets. I am rather happy with my strength though.” Unable to play it off, I downsized my feat before moving on. “In any case, it seems like they’re either searching, or waiting for something here. I’ve only known them to be motivated by nests, food, or weapons, and none of those things can be found here. One smart enough to order them is here somewhere, and there may be a larger group nearby.

“So do you have the supplies necessary to hole up here for today and tomorrow? After asking that guy a few questions, I’ll head out and clean up town. After that we’ll stay until the agreed upon time to guard against anything else while salvaging the place.” I almost said the word looting. Lorn looked pensive for a second, again too focused on the idea I was getting first pick of town.


“It sounds agreeable. But we will have priority when it comes to materials for the fields and reinforcing our home.”


“I’m not greatly interested in making off with a wagon-load of hoes and hammers. Accepted.”


“That includes any stores of livewood oil. Since you can make your own, that’s not too much to ask either.”


“That’s not a problem either. Lucy, help them inspect the shutters for weak points, get the hearth started after reinforcing possible entrances. After I go, it’ll be up to you to watch Rea once again.” I dipped my head slightly “I’ll be setting her down in the workshop. There’s no need for finer work to board the windows I take it?”


“Hmm…” Speaking her name, Ria stirred in my arms. I stood up and everyone went to do the tasks assigned to them. Moving her to the carpentry area, she opened her eyes halfway. “Geh, so, hunting goblins. Lemme stand… I can do that now.” I placed her feet on the floor, and while she reeled to get her balance at first, her legs remained steady.


Slowly swinging her legs around, Ria stably made it to the next room with her odd gait. Mmm, not that impressive, but it showed she was trying for some independence. That in itself hopefully wouldn’t become a problem.


“So, have any particular questions about where we are?” Exterminating goblins wasn’t pressing, as everyone remained safe inside, and my various senses would locate those nearby with ease. Better to take the rare opportunity to try and raise my friendship out of the negative. Ria’d been less hostile as of late, so things looked hopeful.


“No. If not… for this skin I’d’ve gotten as… far away from you as I could. Though there’s Imira too…” She seemed to have trouble taking small breaths in between sentences, only gasping for air when she ran out of wind. At least she kept these cover-blowing words quiet; she could have been louder, even with her constitution. 


“You’d rather travel with me than be dead— it’s not quite all I ever hoped for. I can accept it for now at least.”


“Hmf, I’m the one who has to… accept the way things are. Vicious trickery… I can only hope. The Patriarch’s gone and blessed… you.”


“My hand is bloodied, and mind calculating, but my fangs shall ne’er point towards a brother in arms. I think you do me ill by saying I’m vicious, but even so, my viciousness will not be aimed towards those in my care. Even should I be a villain, I would keep my promise. Neither of you would face my wrath. Ah…” In retrospect, the words flowed too well and I spoke my mind too truthfully. A heroic mentor should not be speaking of straddling the line of villainy with wrath and viciousness, especially when his student may carry some of those same traits.


“So that’s it…” Ria narrowed her eyes closed, and climbed down to the ground using my arm and leg as a support. Setting herself in an obstructing position in the room’s center, I gently scooched her over to one wall. As I did so, her light brown hair trailed along, so I needed to watch my step. It had been well over a month by this world’s count since I arrived, and being bedridden for some time before that meant no one ever thought to give her a haircut in all this time. Hair didn’t grow that fast, but it was reaching a point I should probably ask her opinion on the matter later.


<Prestidigitation>ing the dirt out after straightening her up, I stepped out of the room pondering what she’d said to me. She came to the conclusion that staying with me was in her best interest, which was a huge relief. If she actively tried escaping— even phrasing it like that hurt— it would make things quite difficult. I didn’t want to actively restrain her, though doing so might even let us move more freely through the public eye. If she disguised her condition, then I could simply shadow her, though finding a cure would be many times more difficult that way. 


No matter how restricted Ria felt, it wasn’t as if I would just knock her over the head and throw her over my shoulder. So if she really meant it, her staying by my side was a good start. Now if only I could get rid of that idea I was vicious…


“*Well, that’s going to be a bit difficult now, ain’t it friend?*” I picked up the unconscious goblin I was about to interrogate and headed outside.


Re-locating his joints as we headed to the house across the street, I took out a Tiger’s Bloom. When in contact with softer tissue, they would cause a sharp, but altogether harmless burning sensation. Nor did the effect last long, so it was a wonderful(if slightly vicious) alternative to smelling salts. Casting <Prestidigitation> to clean him up a bit, I opened his mouth and stuck a petal on his tongue.


“Kyeehk!” Caught of guard, he coughed and wheezed, about to make an escape attempt before I shoved him back to the ground.


“You, raal. Speak Derriad?” I choked out in my best goblin. Looking more than a little surprised, he remembered what happened right before he was captured and prostrated himself before me.


“Little! Living, because little!” It seemed like too little to be of use though.

“You spawn Iyrkraal?” He nodded emphatically “Why here?”


“Ordered. Wait blood spawn.” Bloodspawn… if I recalled correctly, that might mean one directly spawned from Iyrkraal himself, instead of one arising from his nest. Sadly, Vamp was more of a musclehead, so there was pretty much no chance he’d come here to take command. Besides, introducing him to the party would be incredibly awkward.


“Give armor. You flee. Run away.” Without his armor, this fellow wouldn’t be much of a threat. Well, he might be to some, but a lone goblin was still pretty much doomed. I’d at least give him that 0.01% chance of survival. After tossing the scale mail at my feet, he looked towards me warily, before fleeing.


It’s tossing a snake back in the grass, but it’s just a snake, and it already lived there. One goblin was negligible.


In the end I hadn’t bothered to ask about his comrades, since the language barrier felt like too much a pain. Besides, the goal was just kill everything in the area, no finesse required. I already knew where 15 others were, and that was about the right number. So I decided, to Lorn’s unknown chagrin, on scouring the houses between myself and the goblins.


Popping out of the eighth house, I’d not found much that caught my eye. There were some objects of slight interest, like what looked to be religious symbols, or otherwise sentimental keepsakes, but nothing utilitarian enough to make me finally want to go through Inventory. At this point I was just putting it off. The sky turned dark after my fruitless searches, and it seemed the goblins were on the move.


Eh, I was feeling lazy. 


“*Hey, it’s about time to give your bones a good stretch isn’t it? Been cooped up an uncomfortably long time in there, haven’t you, sorry about that.*” Pulling Clavi from the ether, I handed him his sword. His mandible clacking happily, he gave me a hug and I patted him on the head. “*Alright, I’d like you to go clean up all those goblins, okay*?”


Ah, the delicious vagaries an intelligent being could follow. Dumping all of my mana as Negative Energy imbuement on Clavi, focusing on improving his strength and dexterity, he sped off like a white missile. I took a few moments to relax and watch him through mind’s eye.


He homed in on his opponents, only detouring for buildings. As I could see the goblins the information must have been able to be relayed to him, since he knew exactly where to go. In the meantime, I could relax and recover my mana.


Not 15 minutes later, the last of the goblins had been slain.


“*All hail the returning champion!*” My little pile of bones came back with a spring in his step and nary a scratch. This emotive rascal, he does so well, I can’t just put him back right away. I smiled and took back his sword. “*So we have about a day and a half to kill. Let’s go play around a bit.*”

            

    
        Chapter 110: A Game for the Dead

    
    
    
    
                Still fairly close to where the others were staying, the two of us headed to the opposite end of town. After turning a corner, I decided to let out the Freshmen once more as well. Ru Xi, Haldi, and Ter didn’t seem to be quite as emotional as Clavi, but I still didn’t want them cooped up until I needed them, and honestly speaking they would probably be obsolete before then. Let’s have some good memories before that time, okay guys?


At the same time I called over my grave shadows to sneak through town, while tossing Hans and the others to skitter after me. It’s been quite some time since I got the menagerie out, and I don’t think everyone’s even acquainted. Say hello to your younger spectral siblings.


Settling in on a porch on the west edge of the village, things looked much worse here. Almost no doors remained on their hinges, and a number of houses were burnt to their foundations. The raid must have begun on this side before the members spread out, quite lucky for Lorn and Harlod to be opposite the destruction— no, that’s just literal survivorship bias.


Clavi seemed to be having a grand time with Hans and company, running about the charred buildings getting covered in soot. Of the Hand Spiders, Hans naturally seemed to be taking the lead with his siblings following behind. Just idly watching them scurry about, the first creation of a certain type always seemed to possess more emotion and personality than the rest. A result of being the first, due to an undefined spell, my expectations, or simply the excessive mana poured into them? 


After all, the Freshmen exhibited minor characteristics of their namesakes, but nothing as strong as Clavi or Hans. Their connection weak, perhaps making them less capable of reflecting emotion.


Grave Shadow was the obvious exception. Despite her weaker spiritual connection, I needed to slightly restrain her feral nature. 


That brief thought aside, it might be my spell served as a shackle, capable of easily restricting a soul; on the other hand skeletons drew upon me for their emotion. This brought up an interesting question of how closely Ghost-tree creations were tied to me. Underworld of Armok occasionally allowed for the usurpation of minions, but they’d never betray you without external factors in play. I needed to keep the danger of discrepancies in the back of my mind.


In the moment, I wanted to experiment some. I summoned a grave shadow without using a soul. My reserves were large, but being ever-frugal led me to use the minimum required Soul Power to serve as a base. Interestingly enough, my connection with this newest member seemed even weaker than that of goblin grave shadows. Yet it also did not appear to make an attempt at personality as the Freshmen, or Hand Spiders did.


Moving on to collect more data before drawing conclusions, I asked Ru Xi and Haldi to each grab a recently deceased goblin for me. Upon their return, I pressed my hand on a body— after casting <Prestidigitation>, since Clavi went and made a mess of their innards.


“<Soul Strand>”


Oh boy, was the spell shape for that a doozie. If it’s possible for you to imagine a Necker Cube, but instead of a cube it’s a quarthex, but it’s not just a quarthex, but a fractal that maps out to a quarthex, then congratulations. You might meet Kat in your future, or his past. He didn’t tell me you said hi though, so you must not have made a good impression if you did. Non-linear timeflow is a mess…


Point being, <Soul Strand> came in a shape nigh unintelligible to mortals on the best of days; staring at it for the first time trying to decipher it froze me up for a good 15 minutes, only to be freed by a rising pain in my eyes, ears, the base of my skull, and my elbows, strangely enough. This is only due to the fact I delve too quickly into its mysteries, I still reinforced mana in the appropriate places of the formation.


And so after casting a spell that was literally a pain in the neck, a Soul Strand presented itself to me. About the length of a pen, with the appearance of a thin silvered ribbon tied to fan, fluttering in place. It’s connection to my soul greatly resembled that of its ‘physical’ form, a thin strand only tethered at one end.


While it should only allow touch spells to be cast through itself…


“<Magic Dart>” 


It steadied as it received my magic, before shooting.


Nonsense! It was precisely as I predicted, yet this was nonsense! <Soul Strand> quite literally was a strand of a soul meant to serve as an extension of your own. At this low level according to lore ‘it could only channel mana to nearby targets’, implying a range of touch. However! In this new world, spells were formed entirely within the soul, so channeling mana at a distance was something entirely irrelevant.


I’ve not seen such poor balance since that game that allowed for negative dexterity values!


So naturally after thinking ‘this is abusive and painfully unfair’ I went and made another dozen purely through Soul Power. Meant as an extension of my own will, there was no difference between them and the one using a goblin as a base, all seemed to assimilate in their totality. Soul strands made their mark as an interesting outlier.


My minions required orders, though such things could be given through a purely mental command; even <Mage Hand> and <Mount> required ‘interacting’ with the mana. Soul strands were so attached to me that thoughts alone could command them, as easily as one moved a dozen of their own hands about. That is to say, not perfectly intuitive for a creature with two hands, but easily accomplished. Since they could exist anywhere within my {Soul Field}, all my spells now effectively had one kilometer of range.


That remained limited by the movement of the soul strands, but they weren’t exactly slow. Nor did it feel like there was a cap to the number I controlled, other than being surrounded by strange astral ribbons all the time. Keeping them dancing in unison to train my focus, I moved on to <Remnant>.


…


It felt almost exactly the same as when I made Grave Shadow. Fractals, with a ‘hot’ sensation.


Although the ‘hot’ sensation felt ‘hotter’ to start when casting <Remnant> it was mostly the same. Meaning somewhere between ghost and graveshadow, I forcibly shoved the slider for ghost up to max. So hot in the context of the spells clearly referred to the personality of the soul, maybe how much influence it retained in the final creation. The more stunning implication being, I could mess with a slider successfully.


People of this world could no doubt invent spells themselves, but it seemed even my arbitrary body allowed me freedom. I wasn’t just limited by spells gained from leveling up, and I could actually successfully tweak my own spells to some degree of success. Sure, I only got the feel for a single slider, but this also opened up roads for abuse in the future. Customization is the bane of balance even in the best case scenarios.


I mentioned early on that my primary worry with magical experimentation was exploding myself. The Ghost/Grave Shadow continuum showed I could develop spells in a sorcerous manner, and soul strands meant they could be tested at a distance. Overdrafting mana also felt unlikely given the quantities dealt with. Given how directly soul strands seemed to interface, tinkering with spells related to the soul seemed ill advised.


Coming to a pause in my experiments, I felt a tug on my shirt. Hans seemed to be trying to skitter up onto my lap.


“*Ah, you’re right. While I can practice on the road, I don’t get to spend much time with you guys.*” Hans wasn’t the one to imply such a thing, but his interruption brought it to my mind. “*What precisely are you capable of?*” Picking him up, I patted him on the back, infusing a small amount of mana.


“*Let’s have everyone gather together.*” Vocalizing was entirely unnecessary, but I did so anyway and my minnies grouped up. Clavi stood with the freshmen, five hand spiders lined up behind Hans, 51 grave shadows floated behind Grave Shadow, and the goblin remnant stood alone. While the spell shape had resembled that of Grave Shadow, he did appear to be, well, like a ghost. Thus he was separated.


“*Skeletons, and ghost, you’re team captains. Hand spiders, you get to pick who you’re assigned to, but only one per team. Grave Shadow, you and the newest will sit this out. The goal...ugh, the goal is going to be to get this rock through your gate, as designated by...the soul strands.” As I came up with the idea on the spot, every present undead began strongly resonating their spiritual connections. It slightly hurt in an intangible way, but it didn’t feel like they were trying to hijack my brain to process the commands. 


Comparing the differences between them was most enlightening. While Clavi’s connection with me was the closest, it also seemed to be reacting almost the least, followed by Hans, the freshmen, and then the rest of the hand spiders. Almost, because the goblin remnant possessed no reaction I could discern along our connection aside from the command.


So the mental pull was the result of how little ‘personality’ they had already. If their ‘emotions’ were caused by my expectations and nothing else, they would all have drawn upon me. Instead, they seemed capable of ‘storing’ my expectations of them. Soul strands perfectly fused with me, but others were copying. 


Would they one day form their own soul, transforming into more ghost-like creatures, or did that final leap require something qualitatively different than merely imitating their master?


As it stood, I lobbed a rock out of Inventory to the middle of the field, watching as they divvied themselves into teams. Clavi paired with Nails, and Hans with the goblin remnant. Those first two were both aggressive, but I was surprised to see Hans go to the goblin remnant. 


My apologies to the freshman, CT, Manny, and Birdy, but I’ve forgotten how exactly you paired yourselves that time— I think Haldi and Birdy paired up. I hope you understand that I’d not fully anticipated the noise such an event would create.


Because while they weren’t using my own mind as a proxy to decide their actions, neither skeleton nor hand spider nor remnant nor grave shadow could speak. Since all but my featureless grave shadows recognized the importance of not communicating through interpretive dance, I became a relay station for the first round.


Perhaps due to excessively doting on him, Clavi was quick to understand the process. In contrast, each freshman almost seemed robotic in their orders. Their lack of development could be tangibly felt, operating more on the order ‘get the rock through your gate’ rather than thinking about the problem. Clavi operated on another level, taking point with Nails on his head, sending two grave shadows to disrupt each enemy team.


With goblin intelligence, it seemed the remnant had no idea of strategy and charging forward with all units. Not particularly confident, the remnant moved slower than it might otherwise.


This was still an improvement over the others, as Clavi’s grave shadows were making use of their limited ability to interact to push around the freshmen. The fact that such a strategy even worked meant there was some form of thinking in their heads that could be interrupted by external factors. There are trade offs when moving away from purely reflexive actions. As such, even as they began mobilizing their units, Clavi had already grabbed the rock and passed through his own gate.


Still having some trouble thinking with interruptions of orders flowing through my mind, overall this didn’t seem to be helpful in the quest to help each one develop personality and autonomy. Instead, I decided to narrow my focus.


“*Grave shadows, look humanoid. Hand spiders, you’re leading games of Simon Says now.*”


After a few rounds of this, I could see how the creativity of orders by the Hand Spiders developed, and with the implicit order of not relaying commands through me meant even those following along would need to interpret vague direction, since they couldn’t just mimic a hand spider’s movement.


I had them play about in such a manner through the night, trading out the blank grave shadow for the remnant goblin. Using [Comprehending Death], while too vacant to speak, I got the name of Iyrkraal. Right, goblins below certain levels have no personal name, only that of their chief. So I could freely come up with one. Grub felt like a good fit.


Lounging about, I loosened Grave Shadows restraints, and she began threatening poor Grub. She acted much more vicious than around the other undead, possibly capable of sensing he still had a goblin soul? Not keeping them apart, I did occasionally split them whenever she actually harmed Grub. Feeding him mana reconstituted his incorporeality, driving her up the wall. Acting more aggressive, she took less physical action as the night went on; as feeding Grub seemed to please his spirit more than the wounds hurt. Grub didn’t fight back in the end. Goblins are a cowardly creature, and instead kept close to his chief who would feed him negative energy as necessary. 


Please keep your distance. Though you aren’t rotten, your goblin face is hardly appealing.


Killing a poran that strayed a little too close, and singing some songs to Clavi(who didn’t particularly need his personality developed), dawn eventually came. As those back at the house started to stir, I recalled my minnies. Giving them each a look before popping them into Inventory, there seemed to be minor changes to their soul. Not in an identifiable way, but at least they weren’t the same. My soul strands hid beneath my clothes, save for one who went with the grave shadows and Grub to near the edge of my control radius.


I’d go back around dinnertime. Hopefully my human companions got along well with our clients until then.

            

    
        Chapter 110.1: The Aging Alchemist

    
    
    
    
                “Ah, thrice-accursed hands.” Shaking as if a chill draft came through, Theodore cut a bulb roughly in two before losing both halves to the floor. Sighing deeply, he picked them up as quickly as his old bones were capable before crushing its juice into a vial over a tiny flame with his bare hands. Without quick action the whole thing would have been wasted anyhow, even if he could no longer guarantee its potency.


The withering alchemist took a swig of a vile rose-tinted concoction, trying to replenish his energy. Scraping tongue against teeth to try and remove the tangy, bitter residue, he continued on with practiced movements. Vibria required a quick hand, but unfortunately also needed to be adjusted as one went due to the pace the ingredients reacted. Dom could still hardly tell a bulb from a bud, despite so many years passing. Saying his apprentice had no grip on the theory would be an insult to both Dom and himself, but Theodore sometimes felt the words on his lips. Whether he said it or not, he couldn’t leave making vibria to Dom.


Luckily that rose concoction of his helped immensely. Still a work in progress, the few physicians Theodore had a chance to talk it over with found his ‘artificial blood supplement’ to be ill advised. It would lack in ‘elan vital’, but they each gave a different reason for why that would be the case. He didn’t dismiss them entirely, because after his limbs steadied and feeling full of vigor, a strong lethargy would descend; six and a third hours later, as far as he could tell the same delay each time.


Melting some wax to ensure that the jar was sealed, Theodore took out an ink brush and labeled it. The air trapped inside would temper the caustic nature, and would finish curing after several days. He’d double check the properties before sending it out, but it should be sufficient.


For the moment, he wanted to make use of his steady hands to continue compiling his lifetime of learning in the field of alchemy. Bringing four slim tomes over to his desk, the first sat open to the illustration of reigran flowers. Theodore included proper terminology for the parts as well as possible variations that could be found. Then he added in the usual efficacy for each part, the best way to harvest and then preserve it, its preferred environment and when it bloomed; he went on and on until the margins were almost black.


Then he skipped over to another, writing down some of the recipes that worked best with reigran flowers, before moving to a thinner volume to list his theories on the actual processes that took place. 


Dom only memorized concepts like averages, not really understanding the reason behind why upper and lower portions of a root may differ in content, or how nearby herbs might indicate and affect the potencies of each other. Theodore still inscribed his knowledge with no simplifications. The books may end up in his hands, but they weren’t really written for him.


At this time Theodore already received word that Alric left Salt Village, apparently on a journey with the chief’s ill daughter to find a cure. Maybe if he’d just come back… well it was unlikely Theodore could do anything about it. If the lad had been stupid, he wouldn’t have been so good at alchemy. He probably could tell it was something that couldn’t be fixed by normal means, especially given the fact he was a mage. It was a shame for a natural alchemist to disappear without a proper education like that.


After finishing with the books, there was the possibility of sending them after him. While he might think it best to stay hidden he had an… explosive way of doing things. Alric’s biggest flaw as an alchemist was an indifference to results. Be it the astounding success of mixing his first potion successfully, or dissatisfaction with others not having used rare ingredients for experiments, despite knowing the result would bring about nothing, it was all around doing as he fancied. Even when he’d shown up bloodied, or cut himself when mincing ingredients, he ignored it if he wanted to do something else.


A personality like that would leave a trace, and since he’d headed east, he was probably on his way to Medean at the moment. Should Theodore spend on a renown courier group, finding him wouldn’t be too hard. Castor’s contacts might be of help as well, he would ask next time they met.


“Master Theodore, Golmen’s come around again, and I’m not sure what it is he’s asking for.” Dom entered without notice. Theodore didn’t reproach him, as he at least came up to see if a potion was in progress before shouting about. As for Golmen, well, you can’t blame the unskilled for being incapable. Golmen seemed to know the properties of the ingredients he wanted, but rarely their proper names.


Leaving the books open for the ink to dry entirely, Theodore headed downstairs, with Dom in tow.


“Pill King Theodore, I have my apologies for coming by at such a late hour.” At least as old as Theodore, he cupped his hands and bowed smoothly. His face looked as worn and weathered as the leather he worked, but he moved without age. “I am looking for, with nine leaves upon the stem, found of sunshine, a fiery flower of earth and water, of 100 years. This time, it is hard to know how to speak what is its use.”


“You have come in rather late this time, but still, come back and sit down. Dom, fetch a Ranis, Lothan, a branch of Hansberry, and a River Tear.” With most items made to order, alchemy shops didn’t have much in the way of a storefront, so Theodore invited him to the back to sit down. Since starting to compile his knowledge, he once again began relishing chances to explore the mysteries of alchemy further, instead of making concoctions by rote.


The leatherworker never asked for potions, only ingredients. Theodore suspected he had a unique method to create certain types of medicines, as he invariably referred to his planned results as pills. Yet there were never any waves or suggestion he was selling the product, either he enjoyed throwing money away, or used them all himself. 


Golmen’s only response to what he was using them for was ‘he would look into it’, or ‘seeing their use’. The language barrier was entirely insufficient to communicate the idea, and he refused to demonstrate.  If nothing else Golmen’s visits allowed Theodore to take a look at his knowledge through a new perspective, reevaluating how he viewed different properties.


“You only wish to purchase one this time?” Golmen also tended to buy the same herbs in batches as large as he could afford. To only want one was a surprise, though the qualifications for this were much more specific than usual. Normally selling raw materials in bulk let him recoup costs when they would otherwise go unused, but depending on what this flower was, Golmen might not be able to afford it in the first place.


“To have more objects I desire is better than only having one. Only one is required, I may not be successful however.”


“Will it be mixed with anything?”


Golmen paused in thought. He was considering if he should reveal something kept secret, but in the end, if he did not share he could not be certain to get what he needed.


“Yes, the fire-bones of two weeks ago, the earthen sprigs in abundance, and a mirror-stone.”


Theodore nearly fell off his chair in surprise, perhaps the pills weren’t being eaten but transformed into some sort of weapon? The combination of those ingredients would be volatile without the utmost caution; with it they would all burn away. 


Dom arrived, placing the items requested on the table before stepping back. Golmen eyed them each. This process happened between the two before, Theodore knew none of these were what he wanted. Instead, they were grouped with similar properties. Theodore would explain how they might be used, and Golmen would make his judgement about how closely it resembled what he wanted.


“These berries are too numerous, they should only grow. The flower should restrain them.”

“Vibria, the metal will return amidst fires? And it turns to large ash, I believe this flower is closer to what I need.”

“This Tear will not dry a cup of water? That is what it should without the rest of the plant.”


“It sounds more and more unlikely that a plant such as this exists. The best option would be for me to attempt to synthesize it myself.” Picking at his beard, Theodore thought of a few plants only mentioned by the Church, and several more they monopolized. Of the ones he knew of and could acquire, there were none.


“No, there are requirements, it must not be changed. It must not be...altered.” Golmen firmly refused, trying to find the right word for how he disagreed.


As an alchemist Theodore knew how things could fail if something minor was changed, but it seemed in this case it was more important to preserve the ‘natural state’ than get a correct balance of properties. Being in a natural state never affected anything he’d ever done, but it was the demand of Golmen; he was going to be paid either way.


“In that case, dried roots of Valkengrave are the closest I can acquire. I believe it has more properties of transformation than desired, when powdered and placed in a large volume of water, the water becomes more like the powder, the water taking on its properties.”


“Yes.”


“Hm. Just be cautious with whatever you’re doing then. It’ll take a week and a half to get it, and six silver.”


Golmen agreed to the terms, bowing again before heading on his way. Foreigners had such strange customs.


“Wait, master, how were you able to tell it’s Valkengrave? You’ve said it’s more of a catalyst than anything else.”


“Yes, it’s like a catalyst in that it can bring disparate parts together. But that’s only for specific recipes, if there isn’t a balance of destruction and repair, one of those aspects will take over.” He still didn’t seem to grasp the difference between the process of fusion and destroying, then recreating with multiple elements. “Take five shade beans. Use anything in the three-dot category or older with more than one jar. I want to see at least three doses of anything acceptable tomorrow morning. I’m going to sleep.”


“Yes master. I’ll exceed your expectations.”


At least he’d been getting better in terms of the effort he put in. Before, whenever Theodore assigned work where he could make a choice, his apprentice would always choose Livewood oil or callus ointment, anything he could make reliably, trying to make sure he had something to sell to build his reputation. A positive in terms of business practices, while not pushing his own abilities forward.


Alric’s appearance shamed Dom; previously thinking he could do just fine ambling forward, he was outclassed by a man who’d never concocted before in his life. Passion ignited, Dom wouldn’t reach greatness in alchemy that way, but at least he might be worthy to be called Theodore’s apprentice now. In a few years, who knew, maybe he could even begin taking over the orders from the Church.


And maybe Alric would visit again…

            

    
        Chapter 110.2: The Nervous Agent

    
    
    
    
                Sweating more than ever before in her life, Hiinku almost turned down the street, but seeing a flash of white, she thought it to be a Disciples robes, going for another walk around the block before coming back around. Nenhii claimed making her woolen cap green made her less suspicious, but there was no way it could be doing anything other than drawing attention, right? What if her ears were to poke against the fabric, wasn’t drawing more attention to her head a bad idea?


Looking down the evening streets of Medean, even though dusk approached, dozens of people still rushed between shops before they closed. She didn’t want to be seen, but someone would certainly notice her simply circling around after a fourth time. Or had she already been spotted? The mission needed to be completed, but neither could Hiinku endanger their collaborators. 


According to the information passed along, the arrogance of the Church meant there was essentially no chance of her being tailed; after all, Hiinku had been born outside the camps where her kin were enslaved, nor did she have much contact with many other elves. She didn’t have any associations with suspicious characters or rogue elements. But if the Church was so careless, how could they manage to put down every rebellion thus far?


Heading towards the designated meeting place, she stopped by a food stall for several minutes, eating some sweet porridge. Acting natural, Hiinku continued on, entering a cobbler’s workshop. The sign had an unmistakable purple smear on the back edge, not a color that easily found its way around by accident. Inside there was another elven woman, stitching a boot together.


“You’re here for the Elban package?”


“The ranger wants to change the material.”


“And you can pay for such a thing?”


“I will acquire it at any cost.”


“Then head to the back, under the second crate on the right should be some leather that might interest him.” Their code phrases felt uninspired, but talking about the forest and the moon would have been much more conspicuous. Heading to the back, Hiinku frowned at the wooden crates. Sharp cuts and dull grains on all, each from a tree killed before its time. 


She thought back to Aeushe and Aeisheeeohsh, the only two trees she ever had the pleasure of being around for an extended period of time. While they grew proud next to her house, they also had no other companions. The two of them grew up straight, but uninspired by their fellows. After overthrowing the Church, how glorious would it be to plant a grove and watch it grow? Those younger saplings receiving support from their elders, while Aeushe and Aeisheeeohsh could feel their home grow.


There were no berries without a bush though. Setting crates aside to reach the leather underneath, she didn’t see anything like a secret passageway, just another crate of tough hides. Thinking some other clue might be hidden within, she looked between each skin.


A small click sounded from behind.


Turning to the corner of the room, she now noticed a splintered, plank. Hiinku averted her eyes from it at first, but upon closer inspection, it was protruding, and more warped than she previously thought. Something was forced into the other side— perhaps a latch. Going to the crate hadn’t been for her to find the entrance, but for those in the secret room to identify her, though she had no knowledge of how they did so.


Hiinku shivered in discomfort as she placed her hand on the plank, gently pushing it. Indeed, it and a two foot wide section of wall angled backwards. A tight space between rooms, only two feet or so wide, and at the end of its short length, it abruptly terminated at a ladder descending into the earth. Despite a warm glow coming from beneath, she shuddered again.


Closing the passage and propping the latch against the opposing wall, she readjusted the large satchel on her side. Making sure nothing would fall out, she mentally prepared herself. Roots may make their way into the earth, and what seed wasn’t at some point covered in soil, but the depths were no place for an elf. Human thumbs were not something she and her kin should be beneath either.


About five rungs down, she heard a harsh voice attempting to speak in a hushed voice while remaining understood.


“You are Hiinku. Keep calm as you descend. For all in the forest, remain quiet after you descend as well.”


Unsure of what was going on, she did as requested, remaining quiet as she reached the bottom. Far deeper than expected, they were probably more than 10 meters below ground. Loose earth crunched against the unworked floor beneath her feet. Turning towards the light source, she stifled a gasp.


A goblin even more sickly green than most of its kin and skin of an unsettlingly charred texture, frowned quite apparently. 


“Elves act like a forest’s protector, what of us? If Heihsa greeted, then you would scream loud enough alerting others.”


“A goblin?” Hiinku reeled in shock, even as it beckoned for her to follow. Goblins were savage creatures that paid no respect to any life in the forest, only temporarily bowing their heads to those stronger than them. It would be difficult to answer if it was humans or goblins who took the lives of more trees and elves.


“Dumber than my common kin… yes I am goblin. All are needed to face the humans. Not just elf and goblin either. Our leaders recognize cooperation.”


“Yes...that is true.” She looked over the goblin once more, trying to observe him with more neutrality. She still couldn’t see anything other than a savage face with wretchedly sharp and disordered teeth, and a crooked and misaligned back. The only thing setting him apart from a malformed beast was his speech, and perhaps his slender arms with surprisingly dainty and well formed fingers.


For the whole of the forest, perhaps this was necessary. She might disdain them, but they were incredibly close to the natural world; although they were more like some primitive fungus or lichen compared to arboreal elves. Hiinku began to remove her satchel to hand it over.


“Our leaders possess the forest’s guidance. We must exterminate the human presence from the forest, together. I wish for your success—” 


“Why do you act ready to leave already? With omission for secrecy, it can be understandable. But you still have job. When we finish the poison, you bring it back to Nenhii. She contacts those who know.”


“I… alright.” Though she didn’t wish to spend any longer underground with a goblin, this was reasonable. Taking another trip after the poison only provided more chances for suspicion to fall on the area, and on her. And as much as she felt the eyes of the humans on her, a goblin walking through city streets was impossible. 


“It will be hours. Either be comfortable here, or follow back; but be prepared if you do.”


“Prepared for what?” Hiinku asked cautiously. If the goblin left with the only light source, that would mean she would be waiting in moonless darkness, in the cold underground. Loitering upstairs might have people associate her with the store, and it was too cramped for her to wait hours in the passage between walls.


“Heihsa. He is snake kin.” The goblin’s smile was pure schadenfreude as Hiinku trembled.


“Snake kin? Not…”


“No, not snakeman. Snake kin.”


Despite not living among her follow elves, and being restrained to a village far from any wooded area, Nenhii made sure Hiinku knew of her heritage and the life in the verdant forest. Those creatures that lived near and alongside them were oft spoken of, which is how she came to know of the savagery of goblins while living isolated from them in a Medean subsidiary. Goblins were a common danger of the forest, but amongst those living amidst the grace of the trees, snake kin were the most antagonistic.


“Lead the way.” The goblin shook his head at her forced tone. It wasn’t simply that she didn’t want to be left underground in the dark, but her elvish pride that solidified her decision. After all, they were working together, with all races cooperating to overthrow the humans; it wouldn’t do for Hiinku, representing the elves, to back down out of fear of their ally. 


Even if doing so was the safer option. If she just wanted the safer path for herself, she never would have accepted this mission, simply fuming at the Church in silence.


“Then, hold your shouts. I thought he would eat me in a glance, that is normal in my nest though.” The goblin gave what she assumed was meant as a reassuring anecdote. Or perhaps just a warning. His choked Derrish wasn’t particularly fluent, nor could she read his deformed emotions.


While tiny lamp the goblin held shed little light, both of them could see quite a ways in por illumination, and Hiinku could easily make out the curving of the passageway, which gently sloped down even further. Her ears twitched, as something thudded upon the surface far above. The confining earth made no movement. Given the depth, it would take an impact of literally earth-shattering proportions to affect the tunnel. She still couldn’t help but futilely look upwards every few moments, regretting her sensitive hearing.


An eternity for Hiinku passed in little over a minute before a light from the depths became apparent, and rounding a sharper corner revealed a circular chamber 15 feet across. Obstructing the table covered in vials and tools of various sorts was a scaly brown back with red diamonds. Standing taller than herself, that didn’t even include the tail rhythmically flicking back and forth, which was at least just as long. 


She kept her gaze on those controlled movements, the coloration and lean build not suggestive of a constrictor snake kin, that tail still had the power to crush the life out of her. 


Only upon his turning around did her gaze change to track his movements. Upon meeting his black eyes, she froze, not even daring to step backwards. 


“Not food, a pity. I must remain sharp for this task, so it makes no difference.” Heihsa’s tongue flicked out as he spoke, giving his speech that characteristic hiss of a snake. “It is good humans have such a poor sense of smell. Your fear alone is a dead giveaway.”


Barking something out in his crude language, Hiinku took several steps back as the snake’s gaze shifted to the goblin. Nenhii’s stories couldn’t convey the full terror of an intelligent snake the size of a man. Heihsa wasn’t interested in killing, just devouring. Despite being more than just an animal, his gaze still only saw her as a potential source of food. Vacant, pitiless, ruthless; a true snake that only cared about its next meal when the time came, and simply bided time until then.


“It does not matter either way. Elf, give me the ingredients.” She stiffly removed the satchel off her shoulder as he turned his eyes back to her. He was getting hungry. Contained, she still sensed it. Her arm slightly rotated away from his hand that grabbed the strap. “Too jittery. You’d best not waste my efforts by getting caught.”


Using his arms to comb through the herbs Hiinku brought, he nodded his serpentine head.


“Good, these should sufficiently delay my venom without affecting its potency.”


The goblin spoke up again, and Hiinku continued to catch only half of a conversation. At least it relieved her of the snake kin’s stare. Both of them had a vigorous discussion about the properties of Heihsa’s venom and how it would interact with the plant extract after distillation.


That the goblin could keep up with Heihsa, surprising Hiinku with meaningful contribution to the discussion. Other than their chieftains, they shouldn’t have an intelligence that could level with a snake kin. He also seemed to have no name, so he wasn’t important enough to even qualify as one of the ‘advanced’ goblins. He did imply he was more than just a common goblin, but if it wasn’t just the chiefs who were intelligent… 


Hiinku had quite the bit of time to sort out her worldview; as the strange trio of natural enemies patiently worked and waited far beneath humanity’s stomping feet.

            

    
        Chapter 111: Attempting a Dialogue 

    
    
    
    
                Standing on a chair, Imira steadily hammered the final plank over the workshop window, dimming the interior significantly. Funnily enough, now that night was falling, Ria took this moment to wake up.


“Keep that bangin’ down, ‘lright?”


… So it wasn’t that coincidental. 


“Hey, Imira, get down here.” Ria sat herself up, pushing her hair to the side. With a stray nail, she scraped her face, red-orange skin underneath giving the illusion of a deep scratch. “I  wanto talk while he’s not around.”


Imira tentatively stepped down from the stool, getting a bit closer, but still standing several steps back. Ria met her eyes, leading to the both of them staring, neither wanting to back down first. However the harsh suspicion in Imira’s eyes granted her ‘victory’ as Ria turned away slightly.


“Were you always like this? You always just followed Rion around, and he liked that so I didn’t think too hard about it…” Murmuring, Ria seemed to be thinking aloud. “I thought maybe he dragged you along, but maybe that’s not the case.”


Imira couldn’t think of a swift response. It shouldn’t matter what Ria thought of her decisions, nor was she compelled to defend Alric. Yet something cutting left unstated turned her insides.


“One can only chase after the future.” There hadn’t been anything incorrect about her choices in the past. To travel unaided through even one Chapter was a luxurious level of ability. However Imira still needed to rely on herself to set things up otherwise. 


This thought paralleled Ria’s own history too closely, and the older girl exhibited a rare twisted expression.


“So you would throw away the past? All that time together meant nothing?”


“What did that time together mean in the first place? I’m not your brother, abandoning you. Besides, he had at least one thing right— being born there doesn’t mean I have to die there.”


Now it was Ria’s turn to hesitate.


Imira hadn’t paid any special attention to her family, but the village was too small not to be unaware how everyone felt about each other. You couldn’t stub your toe without alerting half the population, let alone have an argument.


Ria didn’t bear hatred towards anyone, much less her brother. Even if Rian leaving the village angered her, she didn’t hate him for it. So Imira cleverly slipped into the safety of his shoes.


“I just wanted…” Ria started to speak before closing her eyes and leaning back against the wall again, rapidly drained by the direction the conversation took. “Why’d I have t’go and get sick?”


Since the older girl lost the will to continue, and Imira never had an interest in the first place, the conversation came to an abrupt halt. Although seemingly retaining her sanity, Ria still ‘changed’ in some way. She fed off of Alric’s mana, so perhaps she didn’t want to scare away her meal ticket? Even if Alric could ignore the side effects, Imira didn’t wish to turn into a husk, and remained constantly vigilant.


 Closing the door behind her, she went in search of Lorn and Harlod. It was unlikely goblins would actually try to siege the house, but at least it was something to do. It wasn’t as if she wanted to simply follow along, but Imira didn’t have any avenues for independent study. 


In particular, studies relating to magic.


While her eyes helped her grasp ‘mana fields’, to her dismay, Alric informed her they had little to do with the actual casting of a spell. Seeing a spell-shape would be helpful, if she’d any idea how to form one in the first place. 


Alric continued to refuse her on the point that she didn’t understand magic well enough yet, and could endanger herself. Yet she couldn’t even begin to comprehend simply by watching him cast spells and describe their components.


Remaining patient due to past results, there weren’t other realistic options for her at the moment.


Imira just needed to go with the flow.


Right now Lorn was finishing up the last of the windows, a slightly sour look in her eye. It didn’t get worse when she spotted Imira, but it certainly didn’t ease up either.


“You’re sure nothing will get in that way?”


“Absolutely.”


The following silence caused a lecture to resurface in her mind. 


The best way to profit from an encounter is to not fight at all. Aim to make the enemy’s sword your own. Of course, few will listen to those unqualified, so you still can’t neglect your fighting strength, or other talents.

It is outside your comfort zone, to properly interact with others. But if you keep letting your social skills languish it’s just going to get worse and worse. Hmm, since we have plenty of coin I shall leave the haggling for supplies to you. That’s a suitable warmup, isn’t it?


Letting her social skills languish— that wasn’t the case was it? Being able to chat up strangers and turn them into long-standing friends in a matter of moments was an unusual level of skill. She possessed an average ability to talk with friends… acquaintances? Alric?


This far in her thought process, she could no longer even attempt to convince herself otherwise.


“What is it the two of you do?” Imira questioned out of the blue. Alric typically asked this question at some point; he hesitated in doing anything other than practicing elocution with her. Molding her speech too soon was ‘overstepping his bounds as a teacher’ and didn’t give her any guidelines to emulate his silver tongue. She could only forge her own path.


Doing things by her own power was fine, it was just…


“We’re farmers of course. The real question is what are you?” Lorn immediately turned the conversation back to her, with increased intensity. 


Imira wished she’d crossed paths with Harlod instead. The conversational stakes with him would be much lower. 


“Travelers. Alric saw an opportunity in helping you, so he did.” Since she couldn’t defuse the situation, she at least tried to reply properly.


“Strength is wasted on him. He has the skills to join the Church, yet is on this fool’s errand.” With a loud smack, the final nail was driven into the wall. Hammering it a few times with her fist, Lorn turned around to face Imira properly. “Then he drags a burden along with him. He should repay that blessing by serving the Church, and cleanse the land of non-humans. At the very least he should take out a few dozen goblins. Surely that’s not too much for him.”


“Do not judge those outside your reach, nor can they judge the Patriarch; Your voice is only as loud as your fist.” Living this close to a town, Lorn certainly attended services at least on occasion. Her misinterpretation of the scriptures was intentional, venting at Imira for reasons known only to herself. 


Lorn didn’t dare retort against lines of scripture 


"In that case, there's nothing more for me to say to you. Just go back to that weak elder sister of yours. Harlod and I are more than capable of taking care of things here. After all, this is our house, and I'd hate to give the impression that taking care of our own home is outside our reach."


"I don't disagree." Imira spun around and quickly retreated, glad to be out of the conversation.

Although it seemed she quite soundly failed in emulating Alric's charming persona.


Back at the room, there wasn't much for her to do. Rummaging through their packs, she retrieved a full meal of fruit, vegetables, dried meat, cheese, and some bread. Told if he wasn't present to cook to eat a little bit of everything to remain nutritionally balanced, Imira knew even though she was feeling rather hungry, it would be hard to swallow it all.


Surprisingly, so perhaps it should be expected, Alric was a good cook. Despite living in a fishing village all her life, she still could only barely tolerate the cuisine. So while durable trail foods were a step up from constant fishy flavors, they were a large step down from what she'd gotten used to in the past few weeks.


She needed to learn to cook; Alric wouldn't always be around to make her meals.


Would he be open to teaching her? Every part of his lessons had some purpose. Was cooking left out intentionally, or did he just judge it as less important than other parts of the curriculum? Or would she be taught to cook later on?


Imira blankly stared at the book Alric brought back for her while inhaling food, trying to keep it from touching down on her tongue. Coming to no conclusion, the day wore on her more than she initially realized; for as soon as she lay down a heavy fog settled on her mind.


Closing her eyes, she slept soundly on the floor.


The next day had Imira pacing back and forth inside the room restlessly. There wasn't much space to practice with her spear, she couldn't wrap her head around the book, she didn't want to leave the room and attract the attention of Lorn, but while she didn't want to stay in the same room as Ria, there was the expectation that she was supposed to watch over the older girl.


Settling down on the opposite side of the room, she practiced using her eyes. A rather dull, and slightly painful process, she kept going. White, speckled haze covered her field of vision, and beyond the walls were the weak shapes of Lorn and Harlod. Indistinct as everything else was, she struggled to look at them through the twisting strands of other objects in the house.


Wait, but she wasn't meant to try and 'look past' other objects. How was she meant to see multiple things in the same spot, at the same time though?


Had this been explained in her lectures? While she recalled most everything, Imira wouldn’t dare say she remembered every word, much less understood everything that came out of Alric’s mouth. All subjects contained simple and esoteric aspects to them, intertwined in strange ways; it could be that what she needed to begin to envision the world properly had been shrouded in double meaning…


Perhaps…


When a day was at its end and Alric regaled her with the various stories he knew, how many of those were about those multifaceted characters and conflicts due to ‘the duality of man’? Were these innumerable tales of fantasy meant to lead the way, or just stir her creativity? In either case, it gave a hint.


Picking up her spear, she held it over her head. While weak, its signature grew incredibly familiar to her. A spearhead made of some metal slightly more intense than steel, Imira could even see barbs inside of the socket, helping to anchor the haft, which was quite ordinary. Looking closely revealed a trend of boxy threads, although there were more exceptions than those that followed the pattern, it definitely existed.


Only the roof and something familiar, by reducing variables Imira felt ready to discover on her own. She channeled the power in her eyes.


The strange sensation of foggy figures fighting against one another in her mind began, recognizing one pushed the other to the back of her mind; they were both there though. That direction was not merely a roof or her spear, it was both—


“Gh!” With a suppressed grunt of pain, she collapsed, reflexively contracting into the fetal position as her body tensed. Her knuckles whitened around her spear, pulling it closer to her in an unyielding grip. There was a vague sensation that this stress was more than she should exert, but Imira’s mind was filled with nauseating and chaotic backlash.


Everything collapsed, she couldn’t withdraw power from her eyes, because she was her eyes. Her normal vision blurred as the world turned to what she’d been looking at earlier, physical objects overlapping. Ria, tables, the chair, all jumped from their locations to center view, trying to return where they were meant to be visually, but there is only one point to be.


Shivering with each phantom jump, her body gradually relaxed, splayed out on the hard floor. Finally recovering her faculties, the burning sensation of bile lingered in the back of her throat, and the pain of her death-grip finally made itself known in her joints.


All on top of a slightly dazed and pained state, she tried thinking several times before realizing she would accomplish nothing more that day.


Bringing out the rations, Imira set a portion aside for Ria, she would have enough energy to feed herself if she focused. Though lacking an appetite, Imira took a bite of an apple.


Growtreeeatgrowfrustrationeattreegrowgreen… as it touched her tongue words shouted inside her head for a moment, before changing to the color green, and the smell of fruit— the actual taste of apples appeared for several brief moments, but vanished amongst the waxing and waning sensations of chaos.


An ill person confronted with a pungent meal of fish, with the symptoms of earlier resurging, Imira stopped eating. She would sleep first, and hopefully when she woke she could eat again.




Hearing footsteps outside, Imira woke with a start, spear already in aching hand. Trying to track the muffled movement she strained to activate her magical sight, but hesitated and stopped herself at the last moment. Letting down her spear for but a second, she rubbed her face to try and wake herself up faster.


“Tadaima~” Alric opened the door with a singsong tone, competing in volume with the table legs scratching the floor as he gently forced the barricade aside. “A wedge might’ve been a more reliable option there. Well, I doubt there’ll be any problems.” Speaking aloud, she heard him replace the table and approach her and Ria.


“...Good Morning.”


“Mmn, it is a good morning isn’t it.” Nodding his head up and down, he looked pleased despite the delay. “Easiest goblin bone to break?”


“Middle ribs due to uneven fusion.”


“Best herb for reviving consciousness?”


“Tiger’s Bloom, applies orally, though it causes mild pain.”


“Rilem zikel lumash, 

Belal koman amas arôl-oram…”

“Omer-ar deb or nil datan

Akur akir akam!

Akur akir akam!” Imira sung alongside him in a child’s soprano, but did her best to give it appropriate depth. Finishing the verse, she quickly stopped even as Alric continued humming along. Chanting in a somber dwarvern dialect alleviated embarrassment, but singing out loud for all to hear… she’d never do so of her own volition. Of course Alric himself wished to continue the song as usual, but he didn’t expect it.


“Now…” A light, metallic tink! tink! tink! sounded as Alric tapped his silver cheek. He was inspecting, not just thinking. He did it when conversing with strangers the most, initially she thought it merely to signal to the other party he was carefully considering something they said; as a means to give them a chance to change their minds or clarify what they said.  


Although it seemed to be coming up without meaning recently, Imira’s gut said if she focused a little more, she could figure it out and pass this trial.


Casting a gaze back towards the closed door of the workshop, his gargantuan form knelt down in front of her. Instinctively suppressing a wince, she recognized he gently engulfed her weapon hand with his own. In a wave, she felt pressure on each knuckle in turn.


“Now, while it may not seem like anything major, would you tell me what happened?” Hunched on his knees, he looked straight into her with silvered eyes. His pressure was restrained, allowing her to make her own choice, although that could be seen as its own form of persuasion.


Alric treated her well so far, but he might just be waiting for something; then again, if she denied him, who knew how that—


“Always, always like this. It’s a bit of curiosity for your wellbeing. If it makes you feel like this, you needn’t share.” Unlike his usual retorts, he showed absolutely no sign of disappointment, sadness, regret, or any emotion at all. Unlike usual, it was a flat, dead, tone, suitable only for information transfer. From the vibrant Alric, the dissonance was chilling; even if he meant to indicate he wasn’t playing emotional games. 


“It’s—“ Imira had to fight against her own intuition after hearing that voice. Something that was incapable of caring, talking to it was like saying your thoughts deserve to be discarded. “I was using my eyes.”


He didn’t respond, showing neither surprise nor expectancy. Instead, he reached into Inventory and took out his flask and threw in a few shade bean leaves. Muttering <Prestidigitation> under his breath, he cleaned out a beaker, before pouring the infused water back and forth a few times, gradually removing the plant matter.


“Try this.” She only had time to start to think before he explained. “Now that we’re this close, I can pick up on the bile. No wonder you were a little off, this should help your throat. Hold it in your mouth near the back for a bit.” He only told her how to take the tonic he casually prepared, letting her continue as she wished.


“I’m not supposed to simply ignore other objects in my vision, so I tried to see it all at once.”


“And you threw...no, tense muscles, a loss of appetite? Did you manage to eat anything yesterday?” All of a sudden, it seemed as though Alric came to a conclusion. “Aah, no wonder, although it is somewhat curious you suffer like that unaided.

“It’s partially my fault for not explaining it and thinking to warn you. Trying to fuse two objects in your mind, it crosses wires not meant to be crossed lightly. A sane, human mind normally can’t do anything to a point that would cause a problem, but it seems the addition of your magic sight is capable of forcing the matter.” It seemed like he had even more to say, but he kept it to himself. “Of course being able to see through solid objects while mentally maintaining their stability is a challenge, it’s more getting used to an abstract notion rather than improperly combining datasets in your head. Mmhm, just don’t worry about it, but I recommend against trying something like that when you’re uncertain of your surroundings. Ah, and keeping a hold of your spear is a good idea as well; the chaos tends to lead one to jump from any sense or emotion to the next through the most apparent link. With strong attachments you can form a stable loop.”


Alric began prattling on, somewhat slower than usual in case she was suffering from any after effects. His words wound back on themselves, reinforcing and reminding her of what came before. It should have been hard to follow, yet she felt his words coming to her with much greater ease than before.


Mmn, mmn, things are going well.




            

    
        Chapter 112: Ending a Conversation

    
    
    
    
                Ironically, while suffering from a head injury of sorts, Tagalong Girl could follow me more easily than ever.  In a sense it was only natural, what caused her mind problems had long been integrated into my usual thought process. Truly overlapping concepts isn't literally inconceivable, just unsuited for those underdeveloped and unsure of who they are. With a few remnant chaotic strands of thought, it helped loosen her mind and jump between topics and make associations more easily.


Alas, not only would such temporary measures not last, she would likely not retain half as much as she usually would, even if it felt simpler in the moment. And there was the fact stringing along her thoughts this way was far too direct for my liking. She was more mature than you'd think at first glance, but lacked that necessary self-acknowledgement to keep from being casually molded by others.


"Mmn, speaking of predators and prey, name the common biologic features and hunting methods they are meant to reinforce." I tossed out another question while moving to Ria's side, tending to her as Tagalong Girl thought through her answer.


Without touching her horns, she began to stir. Could she sense <Prestidigitation> cast upon her, or was it simply being a restless sleeper? Tagalong Girl hadn't arranged for any of the bags to be used as pillows, so Ria might have been just uncomfortable.


"How have you fared in my absence?" I intended for the question to be more or less rhetorical, but even under half-lidded eyes, I caught the glance Ria sent Tagalong Girl. Restraining my urge to sigh, I continued. "We're heading out tomorrow, so why don't you spend this time stretching your limbs before we get back on the wagon?" As an aside, I quickly corrected a misconception about conflating climbing claws and those used for hunting before Ria responded


"Alright."


Positively.


Eh? It seems like she's really starting to come around! Sitting up on her own and trying to get to her feet! We'd been making progress in the past, but those determined sleepy eyes...oh, don't tell me it's because of whatever conversation these two girls had.


What's done is done, I just had to make do and guide things as necessary. For the moment, I satisfied myself with Ria's newfound drive.


"In that case, since I've taken care of the goblins nearby, we can head out for a stroll. *Tagalong Girl*, you'll be tasked with helping locate materials Lorn and Harlod might need. No need to actually gather them, simply taking inventory of what's around is already more than is necessary. But it will be good practice." Good practice for support roles that will have you interact with other people, that is.


"If you say so.”


Nodding to her nod, I gave her some time to grab her spear and wander about the house to get an idea of what to look out for.


With that settled, I went to speak with the owners of the house.


On the plus side, Lorn and Harlod really were the sort of common folk who worked hard to reclaim their place in life, I hadn’t been mistaken on that front. Problems arose because I failed to understand the entirety of what it meant to be a ‘common folk’ in Derriad. 


Salt Village being an outlier, even those small hamlets and townships exhibited a religious bent. However, it was easy to see why travellers wouldn’t usually see this side of the Tiaism. While they venerated strength, the powerful apparently weren’t completely beyond reproach if they were wasting their potential. I’d been moving through the lands too quickly, and acting with too much assertion for anyone to try and challenge me yet.


This time, in stepping back to let Tagalong Girl take initiative, I displayed too much passivity. Lorn and Harlod, well most likely just Lorn, felt Tagalong Girl and Ria were keeping me from properly contributing to Church and Country.


How I was to respond to the matter required quite a bit of thought to be put in as I went to converse. If it had come from a more selfish place, I would readily fight against it, but even if Tagalong Girl didn’t share the values of her country… they weren’t all that bad? Demonstrated through monsters that roamed, the histories I’d listened to, and even the artworks back in Glaucen, all of civilization was built on blood, perhaps even more literally than expected. To maintain such a large empire with vast tracts of wilderness, constant suppression was needed. Even if the Church fleeced its populace, it still had to be spending huge amounts keeping territory safe.


It undermined individual prosperity, and even wealth on some communal levels, but the responsibilities of the strong kept the country powerful.


While there is no problem with prioritizing the needs of a nation, in the end I decided to make the decision for Tagalong Girl myself.


The essence of a Hero is individual. As much as I’d like to let her decide her own direction, there was too much of a chance to be consumed. Derrish society didn’t seem like it considered unnecessary interference with developing minds. So even if my hand was a little forced, I’d make sure Tagalong Girl could reach an outlook both heroic and satisfactory.


“Ah, Lorn, just the lady I wished to speak with.”


“Oh, what is it you’d like to discuss?” Maybe I’m just a bit fixated on what led to my misinterpretation, because even now that she was beginning to paint a veneer of respect over her words, Lorn still held herself aggressively.


I really only ever had secondhand experience with cultural transitions; they were either fictional, or stories that Kat told. That’s what happens when you grow up in a monoculture, observational abilities can only get you so far without enough practice to back it up.


“Lucy and I will be heading out to take inventory. In addition…” I paused for a moment and, as expected, Lorn started to look impatient. “No need to be so hasty. After all, we are doing most of the heavy lifting.”


“You are doing most of the heavy lifting. I don’t see why you must drag your weak sister-in-law along with you; I’m starting to think the price we’ve paid you is too much if you aren’t going to bring your full strength to bear in this task…”


“Do you know why the Church supports you all?” I frowned on the outside, but internally I was glad. While I couldn’t find out the particulars of a society in an instant, it was still fairly easy to tell what an individual would say. “Because you can’t do anything for yourselves. Aye, you can struggle forward here, but if not for the Church you’d never have a chance in the first place. The strong get to dictate the terms, and so I will decide what your pay is worth.

“And if I didn’t have the generosity to train even my sister-in-law, where would I find the charity to help you?”


“That’s… it’s still the pride of the strong to give their all. ‘The warrior who at last lost his ambition, met with the soldier who lost his power.’ And in the end the soldier is the one who won—“


“And the second act of that saga is the sage who struck down the fated one for stumbling upon his sanctum, for the crime of interrupting his tea. The sage the soldier sought for help and refused him. Do you think you understand the scriptures better than I do?” And that would be the lead-in to my victory. 


Not the stammering sort, Lorn purses her lips several times preparing to speak, before swallowing her words to rework her own angle.


But by casting myself as an ‘expert’ in scripture, even hard headed fools of Derriad would bend. It would be too similar to disagreeing with a Disciple if they spoke wrongly, which is why quotation was the favored method of debate.


Luckily the Poran had their fake sermons, which usually focused on more narratively structured books. Picking and choosing lines from The Soldier’s Epic gave a much better appearance of well-rounded knowledge than a few hours of actual lectures. Lyssa’s tutelage was naturally still very important, however cowing the peasantry was more about showmanship than actual knowledge of the values that were represented.


“Then in that case—“


“In that case, you’ll leave her alone. I’ve upheld my end of the bargain so far, more so than you have any right to expect. You have only experienced gains through our presence. If you continue to repay kindness with enmity, you can learn for yourselves why the weak take shelter under the strong.” An open threat would be a bit much, but leaving them to fend for themselves unsettled Lorn. I’d be doing that anyway, but framing was important.


With that our conversation drew to a close. I sighed internally, wishing I had more experiences with the culture. Alas, my own role meant I could only be one sort of person and receive a narrow band of perspective— that is, so long as I stayed near Tagalong Girl and Ria. 


Not that I regretted jumping into someone’s business right upon my arrival to the world, I was just wondering how to better fine tune Tagalong Girl’s training.


“Alright, then let’s head out. You lead the way.” I opened the door for her, and gestured.


“May I know where you fought the goblins?”


“Mmn, good. In a rancher’s abode on the south end of town.”


“How many were there?”


“15.”


At that point I just did my best to zone out and follow along, just letting her make decisions without any hints. There were several occasions where it became necessary for me to use <Mage Hand> to sculpt away traces of Clavi. Troublesome, troublesome critter.


Moving along main roads, she properly attempted to prioritize the buildings that looked to contain valuables, skimming those that looked ransacked by goblins, or in a state of disrepair.


She hesitated for a few moments upon opening a chest full of iron nails and hinges. As we were about to leave, I hesitated for a moment as well, and felt satisfied as she both noticed and mentioned it.


“Isn’t this worth more than you’re being paid? This doesn’t appear to be… an efficient course of action.”


“Perhaps if our goal is to make money, then you are correct.” I nodded along as she took the time to find her words “Yet do we lack money? There are plenty of places to make a fortune more efficiently than doing mercenary work for farmers.”


“But other than the goblins on arrival, what has been left for me to do?”


“There’s a lesson less trite than ‘enjoying the journey’ to be had. It’s not something that can be felt other than through experience. You just need more time on the road and it will come naturally.” After all, she was naturally predisposed towards detachment— if this became some sort of fixation for her in the future instead of a small learning experience I’d purchase a hat and eat it.


My confidence in the situation didn’t necessarily transfer; Tagalong Girl remained uncertain.


“I know you know mechanical skill is only a part of what you should learn. Abandoning contracts when you come to dislike someone— well there may be certain cases for that, but this isn’t one of them. Lorn is only a displeasure to work with. And no doubt you’ll have to work with plenty of disagreeable people in the future.” Now she seemed to have an inkling of a related idea, so I stopped short of giving any suggestions.


Tagalong Girl gave her nod of tacit understanding, followed by a swivel of her head that looked for the more tangible objectives at hand. I refrained from sighing aloud. At the moment I couldn’t be certain of her internal monologue, but we had plenty of time for her to simply digest her thoughts.


Ah well, back into the fray.


With a casual <Prestidigitation> to clean the dust she’d kicked up with her movements, she had a quiet epiphany and changed her footwork. I smiled, but we’d see how long that silent lesson lasted.

            

    
        Chapter 113: A lesson in Retrospect

    
    
    
    
                “”Five cords of wood, one of which is pine. Around 40 kilograms of unused nails, with another 20 in various toolboxes. 18 barrels of smoked meats, 3 barrels of salted; 8 bags of oats and three bags of flour remain intact.12 jars of Callus Ointment, 38 doses remaining. An overabundance of timber…” Imira continued listing what she had found, slightly surprised by how well she could remember. In fact, come to think of it, perhaps drilling hundreds of lessons into her head improved her ability to memorize. The more esoteric ‘culture lessons’ might actually be for that purpose; far-flung lands should be much lower on the priority list.


Alric took a moment to kneel down on the floorboards. At this point, Imira already realized she missed something; she could only try to figure out the secret before he revealed it. There were scuff marks, but nothing to indicate a loose board. Permanently sealed, only for truly dire emergencies?


Alric got up and sat down in one of the heavy ornate chairs in the room, resting a horseshoe he’d acquired from nowhere on the table, rocking it back and forth playfully.


Then…


“It does put me in a difficult spot, to try and teach suspicion when I also need to be someone you can trust. I must at least reiterate— don’t let others lead your thoughts astray. Hold at least some doubt, even if it is far-fetched.” Picking it up, with what looked like a gentle toss from him sent the lump of iron whizzing across the room until it landed on a protruding nail in the wall. “In regards to your ordering, sort the list as you go. Ascending or descending— it helps keep the numbers in check if you forget some. Feel free to round, and trim details. The area you could improve on most is identification. While there might be surprises, it isn’t strictly necessary to check every single object to confirm its identity. Especially since this was a simple village.”


Her heart sank as Alric stood up and made for the door. Indicating they were about to move on, Imira realized what it represented. 


“Look down the main street. By looking at the wider intersections, you can tell the junctions it was built around. These would be the heart of operations. Take note of the ruts in particular…” He animatedly gestured with his oddly fluid movements, but though it bore almost no resemblance, it brought to mind another memory.


Back in the forest, Imira had been tasked with collecting a sample of a variety of herbs to prove her knowledge. The sound of a sizeable river played on repeat, its waters feeding denser underbrush than usual. Between the rustling of bushes and leaves, nothing seemed amiss as she located a cluster of Jovial Cap mushrooms.


She couldn’t recall hearing any twigs snap in those moments prior, only that moment when adrenaline coursed through her as Alric grabbed her, rolling across the ground. A jungle cat had been stalking her, only to be thwarted after it jumped and dispatched before hitting the ground.


He gave some token comforting words, aware she’d not been shaken. However oddity presented itself in further consideration.


Alric could not possibly miss such a creature, and his actions were like those of someone lying in wait. Yet he did not drill into her the mistakes she made in not remaining alert. So the cat was not a lesson, yet he let it interfere.


Imira eventually realized that in his make-up review later that day, they carefully went over mushrooms again. One of which being Thornbalm; toxic to the touch— and visually similar to Jovial Caps.


Similar, but possessing definitive black stripes, and commonly grew in clusters; while a Jovial Cap had a plain stem and only ever grew in troops. She had made an almost certainly fatal mistake and there could be no misattribution to chance, or a lack of time to think.


So now that Alric seemed intent on describing the edges of the furrows and their relation to the load a cart carried bore more than a passing similarity to how he attempted to capture her attention after she made a mistake.


As if she could remain unaware of her misstep, that she should…


“You’re distracting yourself from the lesson it seems. Can you repeat where I said the logging carts are coming from?” Raising his volume he patted the ground, sending up a cloud of dirt. Coughing, Imira was forced back into the present.


“The north…” 


“That’s where they actually come from, yes, but I said east. If you’re going to dwell on the mistakes you make, practice multitasking first. But it doesn’t help. Especially when you know what you’ve done already. It will come in time.”


Alric stood up and folded his arms, staring off towards the sky. She tried to guess at what he was thinking, but it didn’t seem as though he’d left any clues. Normally he’d slightly hint at something, so she wouldn’t be left with nothing to contemplate.


The mildly dilapidated houses stood stoically by the roadside, there were no threats incoming to be a surprise combat evaluation. Wind rustled the branches of the odd tree left standing, just as dull as those back near the village.


Imira knew she was making progress, so why did it feel so… lacking? She wanted to leave the village, and she’d gone much further than she thought possible in this short span of time. Yet after leaving the forest, it seemed things felt too similar to the Salt Village.


When you go new places, there’s supposed to be wonderment and awe. Alric clearly knew of this, even his lessons tended to be framed in stories— pursuit of the unknown being exceptionally common. So was he purposefully limiting her experience at the moment? Or had they simply not travelled far enough away?


“Perhaps this quest was ill-suited for the moment. After all, only you can pressure yourself.”


“Is that not correct?”


“Yes, it is. However I think you’ve known for some time now that a satisfied life doesn’t push boundaries.” Alric gave an approving smile, before the hair on the back of her neck began to stand up. Instinctively looking up, Imira could hear a part of the sky begin to fall apart. “What use does this incantation have in such a small place? Perhaps those of scholarly persuasions could tread new ground by standing still, but for most, you can only progress by moving. Remember not to activate your eyes.”


A series of brief blue flashes sparked across the sky like a lit trail of gunpowder. It didn’t finish with any explosion, however a strange gust blew past, and Imira could make out areas where notes of dust plummeted.


“Ah, why develop such a majestic spell in a place like your old village? In fact I dared not even try it there— that which can kill the air itself. Yet I invented this because I know what I want.” Alric kept his eyes trained on the sky. “Don’t look at me. Ahh, it is always tempting to guide a true pupil. However Kat is right, it is best when you find your own path instead of following mine. There are still things to show you, quite a lot really.”


Then, a terrifying snap rattled the nearby buildings. Imira felt a wave of force pull her up towards the disturbance in the sky rolling up from her feet to her head. Even Alric seemed as though he was attempting to puzzle out the phenomenon.


“Curious, curious. There’s always something to learn. And I’m always willing to teach, but you’re no puppet. Please keep that in mind. I won’t be disappointed. Now, why not take a quick break and sing a song before continuing the lesson? Ucat udir, ucat umom, otin neták otin nashon!”


Imira had no time to think if this was a distraction for him, her, or if he just wanted to sing.


“Ór deb avuz, råsh numot libash thol…” Alric’s hand gestured by his throat, indicating her mistake. She tried to burn it into her memory, but it wasn’t as though he was going to slow down for her. Imira just needed to file away the thought for later, and hope she remembered the next time.


***


Night fell across the remnants of the village with haste, and Imira once again found herself in the small room with a sleeping Ria and Alric. As usual, Alric made sure to place himself somewhere in the room between Ria and herself. In the modest room, it looked as though he might stretch from wall to wall— actually given his towering stature it would be possible if not for the fact he was propped up against the wall. 


Imira wondered if Alric was even sleeping. His arms were folded across his chest as though simply waiting with his eyes closed. Given that she never noticed him sleep two days in a row, was it possible he simply didn’t need to? Be it the result of magic or something else, not needing sleep would be one of the less absurd facts about him.


‘Be twice as cautious as you should be’... Alric never dissuaded her from second guessing, but as she watched his breathing, she thought just maybe she was getting a little paranoid.


Then again, she was never supposed to ignore instinct. Evaluate and weigh its importance, never simply ignore that feeling.


Even had she been advised otherwise, Imira couldn’t help but feel wary of a creeping chill in the air. The windows of the workshop had been boarded up securely, hardly a millimeter gap between planks. One could only do so much by hand, and something felt unnatural about the flicker of shadow in the faint moonlight that streamed through. 

Awareness of surroundings- there were no plants near the window. Knowledge of patterns- the changes were too rapid to be caused by clouds.


Evidence to the contrary- It was indeed silent. Not the sound of grass or gravel stirring, nor any rustle of gear, nor the long, low breath many goblins had. Nothing to indicate anything sat just outside the window, other than those wavering shadows. Nothing Imira could properly describe, just a feeling.


She shouldn’t wake Alric up just for this, should she? He gave so many lessons, but they applied in so many ways. To be bold and determined, yet cautious and willing to accept change; to be self-reliant, yet able to rely on others. All of these wrapped up in the fact that Alric gave these choices so she could have independence in her views without pressuring her.


That all just made him more inscrutable, and her all the more uncertain when it came down to what he wanted. How could she accommodate him like that?


Imira took out a simple silver stake and approached the window quietly. If this was a threat, when prepared she should be able to hold on until Alric woke up. If not, it would be best to be silent and not rock the boat. 


In her hands, the silver stake glowed with moonlight upon its dull luster. Roughly forged from a few dozen argent, Alric shrugged when she asked him if it would truly be effective against the supernatural. His only words on the matter were the hopes one of the dozens of gods he sent a prayer to were feeling benevolent, just in case the purity of the silver was too low- it was better than not having anything at all.


Slowly approaching the shadows, once within arms length, Imira quickly thrust her arm out. The stake made contact with only a dull thud, leaving behind a small dent. Nothing cried out in pain or leapt at her. However her breathing quickened as she noticed the shadows decided to still.


Did it leave?


She tried scanning the room, yet it was too dark for her to discern any detail away from the window. Just the vague outlines of shapes. Her eyes might let her look for whatever it was, but she’d been told to let them rest. 


Only Alric’s and Ria’s vague silhouettes shifted in the darkness, their faint breathing the only noise. Imira futilely looked over the room and back over her shoulder. The window gave no more indication anything was wrong, yet Imira’s instinct still would not back down.


No one kept track of the time she stood there, waiting patiently in an eternal standoff against the shadows.


But she was still young and couldn’t stay awake forever. Backing against a wall, slightly closer to Alric this time, Imira slid down, hoping to stay up for a little while longer, in case… whatever it was thought she let her guard down


Alas, her tactic was for naught, as she fell asleep within moments. 

            

    
        Chapter 114: Moving On

    
    
    
    
                “Well, I would say that satisfies the conditions of my employment quite soundly.” Ria leaned heavily on my side as we stood outside the building. She’d almost made it back to the wagon, however while she could remain awake longer than before, physical activity drained her much faster. So in my place Tagalong Girl was ferrying our belongings out of Lorn and Harlod’s house.


“Thank you for your assistance.” Harold led the conversation, after noticing his wife’s hesitation. “Especially with scavenging the other houses, we’ll be able to fix things up nicely before winter sets in, and if needed sell the excess.”


“I needed to keep busy somehow. Do your best.” With a quick nod of my head, I helped Ria into the back of the cart and ordered Sparky to move out.


An expedient farewell, for those we don’t mind never seeing again. They weren’t exactly bad people, but unable to teach Tagalong Girl the lessons she needed, it was better for us to depart quickly. After all, many days of travel remained before we could reach… Well, I didn’t know where exactly, just that our destination needed to be much farther away. 


 Heading north, soon grass rose up around as we moved past the hamlet’s fields and back into shrublands. Idly considering a cluster of several woodier bushes, I attempted to work out the hydrology of the area. Once more a gigantic cluster of clouds appeared on the western horizon.


Fall was considered to be the ‘rainy’ season, but I would think that meant rain every day. From what I’d torn up during encampments, the surface roots were much denser, which usually was for the purpose of soil retention while inundated with water. Many of the plants also felt like succulents with waxy exteriors— 


And following that thought I put all musings on botany aside. I recalled the habitats of several species when learning alchemy, and their textures didn’t track.


I wish I knew how this world actually worked.


Instead, I worked on using <Mage Hand> to vaporize all the insects flying around us. The practice aimed to improve my multi-casting, intuitive precision, as well as channeling negative energy through my spells. Again, something that would not have been possible in Underworld of Armok, but since it was more of a unique attribute that I could infuse into my mana, I wanted to try infusing more spells. 


Propulsion aside, <Magic Dart> needed no particular components and so I’d intuitively been able to shove negative energy into it. However <Mage Hand> had a duration and needed to be controlled. Low, frankly useless, quantities of negative energy could be infused, but the more packed into the spell shape, the more the decay seemed to affect the shape itself, collapsing what I presumed to be a concept, and not something with any inherent meaning. All in all, there was plenty to keep me occupied while I recited various stories to Tagalong Girl.


From Ritz’s recollection of their adventure in Terdri, a long river cut across the region, west to east, and if we were to make our way to Medean we’d need to find one of the few bridges, or ford it. Since Lorn’s village was already north of that walled city, we would be less than a day out from a crossing.


Continuing north, I noted a greater density and size of insects. Sparky slowed down and trotted to a stop. 


“Eyes off, watch the west.”


To the west, a strange shrub stood, resembling a twisted tree, a king among its lesser brethren. In other words, nothing important, which was the point.


Using my magic Shunpo(using several <Mage Hand>s as a foothold) I accelerated off to the East silently as Tagalong Girl looked away. As evidenced recently, she remained unable to look afar with her magic vision, but even at a distance I could make out a baleful black aura in <Death Sense>.


With several sets of overlapping senses, it becomes difficult to be surprised. Although I approached rapidly before landing adjacent to the body, I could still gather enough information to set myself down without disturbing anything. Curiously enough, aside from decomposers near the soft tissue, the woman seemed undamaged. From the flowering of chia-like plants, it had been there for at least three weeks, but then again using <Mage Sight> the strands of magic seemed at least as dense as my own. Various plants seemed to be forcefully sprouting from a gourd she carried, some sort of miracle elixir perhaps, sadly wasted because…


Hmm, actually it would seem her eyes had actually dehydrated some, a result of a long period of falling? The scene was all in all too curious. Taking her hand, it possessed the density of regular flesh, yet attempting to crush one of the fingers it resisted with preternatural toughness.


In the end, I didn’t want to spend more than a few moments this far away from Tagalong Girl and Ria. What if another strangely sourced corpse fell from the sky on top of them? So I was finally confronted by a longstanding object of my procrastination. Sorting out my Inventory so I could take the body with me.


I say that, but there were many things that I simply couldn’t leave behind: Clavi, Hans, the rest of the hand spiders and skeletons, my money, the starter gear from Underworld, all my alchemy gear, and the few reagents I had, the various weaponry I’d collected(I considered ditching the clubs, but given my penchant for blunt weapons I decided against it), logs and other larger sorts of timber were hard to acquire on the plains so I kept them, various foods(I couldn’t bring myself to simply throw out that singular eel Pan gave me), as well as a multitude of semi-magical treasure that I’d looted from the goblin treasury.


All that really was up for debate were rags, or various body parts.


In the end, I jettisoned a little over a hundred of the worst quality pelvic bones. Oh, what a travesty, the pelvis is one of the strongest and largest bones there is, what myriad of uses it could have provided my future skeletal amalgams… of course in being the lowest quality of bone, their structural integrity was the most compromised, and most aesthetically unpleasant, so they were banished. <Mage Hand> did its best to keep the small mound of bones from clattering about and being a suspicion.


After making sure no slithery worms and creepy beetles developed any intriguing mutations, I carefully vaporized them with negative energy before properly cleaning the body with <Prestidigitation>. After double checking for pouches and pockets for anything intriguing, I removed the chia-pet clothing and tossed her into Inventory. 


Yet another spot of intrigue to delve into, but there was hardly any time when travelling with Tagalong Girl. If only we could settle down somewhere, I could have a moment to excavate a secret laboratory and static surroundings could put me more at ease— that was still a long way off. If not out of Derriad in its entirety, we needed to be much closer to the edge before the Church loosened its grip on the region’s culture.


My new specimen would just have to sit tight. Of course it made me feel antsy, but there was nothing to be done about it. Nothing that didn’t ruin the current path at least.


I silently launched back towards the cart. Three minutes had yet to pass, so Tagalong Girl still earnestly looked west with no fatigue. Silently and still casting a <Mage Hand> to snap some twigs to secure her attention, I attempted to set myself back down in the cart without drawing her attention. 


Perhaps <Graverobber’s Footsteps> wasn’t meant for air travel, but before my pants brushed against the seat, she started to turn her head. Of course by the time she looked around, all Tagalong Girl caught was my bright and smiling face.


“Excellent! Quite well done, your senses are improving.”


“M?” She let out a stifled noise of confusion, but didn’t need to elaborate.


“I thought you wouldn’t catch my movements, you may not have turned around fast enough, but you did notice me. That too is a measure of how far you’ve come. This sort of incremental progress is exactly what you should look forward to.”


Perhaps I went a little overboard on the praise compared to usual, but she did seem to have a few bouts of lackluster confidence and moments of feeling adrift lately. Without a numerical stat table, this might be the best reassurance I could give Tagalong Girl at the moment. 


Ever the quiet one, she couldn’t compose a thought she wished to say out loud to me, so we returned to our silent journey.


Haa~, well, we’ll be approaching the river soon. Hopefully something interesting will be afoot in Medean. I’m certainly not holding my breath for answers from this world.

            

    
        Chapter 115:Terdri Ho!

    
    
    
    
                The road led directly into the river. Or rather, it had at one point, leaving a gentle path into rushing waters. Another, slightly less established path led west along the banks, which was surprisingly free of woody vegetation.  


As wind drove into my face, I was glad there were plenty of warm covers for Tagalong Girl and Ria amongst our supplies. The river was only 400 feet wide, and with floodplains on either side, there was no valley effect to increase the windspeed either. Just an abnormally fast river with a calm surface. 


I knew this as I snuck Haldi to the bottom to walk around. After all, undead sneaking beneath the surface were a must-have; especially as fall approached peaceful hamlets. He was having trouble keeping up, but come nightfall he would be close enough for me to either recover, or plan out a more detailed set of orders for him to rendezvous with us.


Yes, the foliage remained a strong green, but I could feel autumn approaching. If I’m not allowed to express it as simply ‘feeling the aesthetic of the world change’ then I can only say it was due to my numerous magical senses. You may not have grasped it properly with only having read these highlights, however the time between summer and fall seemed far too short.


Salt Village did not need calendars of precision, and even if any were present in the towns we’d passed through I had not been able to recognize their format. I’d diligently read the tomes acquired, deriving what I could of the Derrish language, and came up lacking. I’d need a bit more before I reached the fluency needed to pretend I could read all along, eventually teaching Tagalong Girl, who was also illiterate(though she seemed happy with receiving the book from me, she had not secretly taught herself. An oversight on her part, but not one I would bring up any time soon). 


With the wind whipping my hair strongly enough that even <Conjurer of Cheap Tricks> had difficulty maintaining my appearance, we pulled up to a ferry station with Terdri in sight. Several  barges floated along the docks; only one of them looked manned and ready to depart, nor were there many smaller ships. A far cry from Ritz’s tales of a bustling city. My three best guesses were that the church restricted movement over water, or there weren’t many settlements along the river to be profitable for private enterprise— guess three was that they were still reeling from the ankheg attack, but that seemed most unlikely, given almost a month had passed at this point.


So, perhaps a place none that the main cities knew of. It became increasingly apparent that even the ‘known’ areas of the country were only sparingly populated. After all, an ankheg attack annihilates average aborigines. Who would waste time constantly purging those areas a bit too far away? Those who wanted to take their chances could easily remain out of sight, it was just a matter of surviving out there.


Using <Flare> to light the lantern, as I presumed was custom, we waited alone on the little dock.


“Hmm, have either of you been on a *boat* before?”


“No.” “A what?” I practically answered my own question even as I asked it. Tagalong Girl gave a solid answer, but I just asked to include her. Ria feeling ill was my primary concern.


“It shouldn’t be too bad, there aren’t many waves, nor obstructions. Just prepare yourself for a few minutes of jostling about that’s all. Actually, just speak up a bit if you aren’t feeling well, I can simply use <Mage Hand> to isolate you from any rocking sensation.”


“Where are we?” Her voice piped up again, a bit stronger.


“About to cross into Terdri, on our way to Medean. Depending on how long that takes, and how far the nearest city from there is, we may have to wait before setting out again.”


“We’re staying in Medean?” Tagalong Girl piped up. I kept her abreast of my plans— what little I actually considered.


“We’re heading there to collect information, without which we aren’t able to plan ahead.” Since I didn’t want to merely brute force our way through the wilderness. “We’ll probably stay in one of the smaller villages near the city… we know nothing about them so that’s subject to change. In addition, something seems odd about the weather, charging across the hinterlands as winter approaches would be ill advised.”


It seemed odd to me at least, I never experienced Derrish weather before. Perhaps this dry rainy season was par for the course, and the country only experienced mild winters that anyone could travel through without worry. Just chalk it up to magical mysticism and the dissent would dissipate, even if my worries were wanton.


“Now it’s still too early to be working on water based training, since we don’t have time to do the preliminary tasks of making sure you can swim properly. So just get used to the feeling.”


At this point the sky was beginning to turn red. Surely there would be no point in posting a signal lantern here if they only came by on schedule. Plus, plenty of people still moved about on the opposite shore. Again, it didn’t look like much was in need of rebuilding from this distance, a round-the-clock crew would be an unnecessary expense.


Would the Church even pay their press-ganged labor?

 

Hmmph, I really wanted to cross over ASAP and peek around. Terdri looked unusual somehow— I wanted in.


It took at least 10 more minutes before I noticed a smaller pontoon looking boat begin drifting towards us from upstream. It departed from the eastmost portion of Terdri, and given that the dock my party waited on sat about in the middle, the boat would likewise simply drift back across. That way it could be towed in a straight line upstream city-side… but wouldn’t the other boats get in the way?


“You’ve got a single-horse cart, that’ll be 2 argent. More if he kicks up a fuss.” With a business-like tone the sailor eyed the wagon. Actually there were no sails, and he’d likely never seen a ship with sails, so this man with a crew cut(perhaps another layer of irony, as running the raft was a solitary job, not one for a whole crew) was more of a ferryman.  


“Hmm, well there’s not much choice.” Fishing two silver out of Inventory from within my sleeve, I tossed them past his hand and into the partially open pouch on his waist. His eyes immediately shifted from greedy to cautious. 


Now now, if I’d the temperament of a young master you could have put yourself in danger. Try scouting out your mark before trying to scam them.


“I don’t see anyone else, let’s be off. I’d like to find a place to rest for the night.” 


“Sure thing boss!” Snapping to attention, he quickly tied up the boat and lowered a gangplank rather ingeniously concealed within the deck of the pontoon. I wanted a closer look, but the gearbox that controlled it was mostly concealed. Blast it, those gears needed to reveal themselves. With the hyper-abundance of lumber and mention of a plank-maker’s guild, there must be some level of timberpunk going on.


 Plus looking at the gear ratios and leverage would give me a better idea of how strong the wood here was. With <Mage Sight> hints of ‘earthy-ness’ infused the wood, but was it just coincidence? A method of treatment? To justify moving it across continental distances, it needed an irreproducible superiority.


“Some travelers claimed Terdri to be a commercial hub due to the waterway, are there more before the rainy season starts?”


“Most all trade is settled before the Randall-Varren sets out. No one wants to be caught wandering about and interrogated by tax collectors for fraudulently avoiding them. Besides, when it rains, boats have trouble working. It’s not worth it.”


“Boats have trouble working?”


“The gears on this lad are reliable enough, but on bigger ships it can gum up the works something awful. I hear all about it from the lads working the docks.” The ferryman made some nonsensical sounding claims. Residue in the water? Machinery so fine that incompressibility came into play?


No, I needed to leave that all aside for the moment. Focusing on our upcoming surroundings and formulating possible lesson plans took precedence over the minutia of what passed for ‘physics’ in this world. As usual, I needed to engineer the workings of fate myself. Natural events are simply too chaotic.


That’s talking quite a big game for someone who didn’t even have a proper intelligence network setup. So I needed to settle temporarily. While I originally planned on taking the caravan to Corsen; if Tagalong Girl was to have some meaningful human interaction, we would stay put for a year at most to catch the next. But better to abandon tools than lack them in a time of need.


Undoubtedly there would be orphaned ragamuffins to start with— back alley fellows to take care of matters that needed an adult would doubtlessly need coin, so I would hold off on that until necessary. From the raised edge of the docks, the city almost certainly had an abundance of wells sprinkled throughout. Two impressive looking waterwheels on the west side of town hooked directly into one four stone buildings I could spot, with no sign of mechanisms actually collecting water. Together, this implied the shore served as an ‘industrial’ zone, not for civilians to mill about. Buildings on the east side occasionally had a fourth or fifth floor, in generally better shape, the majority of trade likely happened on that half of town. So enterprising street rats would likely hover around the outskirts of the eastern market district before retreating to the northwest side of the industrial zone… of course I couldn’t nail down where the residential zones would be for certain, and I’d not yet grasped the location, or cultural connotations of the Church here.


The recent ankheg attack would have given some of them odd jobs to sustain themselves temporarily, but it was fundamentally a matter of Derrish ideals of self-sustenance without a reliable path. It would be reasonably simple to set up a small intelligence arm here, the only prospective difficulty was in getting someone to report to our hometown closer to Medean, both due to the distance and the fact that said base was as of yet undecided.


A minor setback for tonight’s self to deal with.


Tagalong Girl herself was eyeing the town, with her signature look of confusion, attempting to puzzle out if there was a puzzle to be solved. I surreptitiously <Prestidigitation>ed her hair back into shape, all our travel along the windy banks left it a matte brown from all the particulates. Ria remained much safer beneath the edges of the wagon, bundled within her disguise. Of course I gave her a <Prestidigitation> to help clean her up as well, even as the temperature dropped, layers get hot and sweaty.


Leaning into our cart, I rearranged our gear to distract me from experimenting with spells until we docked. After asking for the nearest inn, I shook the ferryman’s hand with a strong grip.


“We’ll likely be here for a day or two at most. Patriarch be with ye.”


“Take care. It’s been rowdy around these parts since those Disciples came by to help restore order. Of course I’m sure you can handle yourself, it’s just to let you know.” I fished out another silver piece for this natural born toady. It sounded interesting, maybe there would be worth in visiting Terdri before leaving.


“Given the number of lamps lit there’s likely to still be some activity on the streets. Lucy, keep your eyes peeled and make sure your sister is comfortable.”


Tagalong Girl readied herself to get back into character as we headed down the dirt road to the inn in the dark. And when her head was turned, some of my grave shadows slipped into the city.

            

    
        Chapter 116: A Green Seed

    
    
    
    
                Casting my inner sight upon the town, I excitedly withdrew it well before we got close to the inn. There were eight presences of much higher strength. Of course it’s important to know who the important players are before setting up your own faction, but that was more or less just another excuse to go out on the town.

It may seem like I left Tagalong Girl and Ria alone frequently, but recall I’m sparing you the details of the myriad times where I never left their side while travelling the wilderness. I figured it would be a nice momentary reprieve from my presence.

Speaking of which, at the moment I was honing my skill using my Soul Strands to cast <Mage Sight> to create a mental image of the area. Soon, I could just leave one or two behind to keep guard while I— well moved up to a kilometer away, but that was a kilometer farther than I could move now without worry. I foresaw a wondrous future where I could cobble together an army of clones using simple spells.

Back in the present, <Mage Sight> more or less was like looking at piles of cottony squiggles, which actually made it much easier to parse. It lacked detail, but with what amounted to 10 additional eyes with 360° vision, some overlapping, some separate, the simplicity(read:poor quality) eased me into the practice. I could see that presence observing us, but I wouldn’t have been able to identify them as anything more than a curious citizen without cheating and using my regular eyeballs.

Taking in the sights, while it lacked paving stones, the buildings rising up on either side of the road stood a fairly regular three stories tall. More so than their height, each floor impressively jettied out about four feet. Surely this would darken the town rather ominously in daylight, but at night the difference felt negligible. However what truly felt eye catching were the struts— that phrasing simply doesn’t do them justice, they were more like ornate inverted flying buttresses. Getting more room on the second, third, or even fourth floors was all just a happ side effect of having reason to create magnificently artful timbers. Rising dragons of the asian variety stretched from ground to sky, collections of various weapons, simple patterns, or mural that told a story.

Again, the region’s woodworker’s showed off their pride. Despite numerous crevices, all remained clean and well taken care of. So in a classic show of arrogance from an outsider who didn’t fully understand the customs of the town, several of the mural timbers were not properly cleaned, drawing my attention. Positioned quite close to the entry, without any aura of death, and with shutters designed for surreptitious peeking, they looked to be a mere scout.

“Why might one keep watch over those entering a city?” I quietly asked Tagalong Girl.

“Threats and boons, to be the first to secure contact, or seize goods, this usually only happens if someone is in dire straits, since it’s usually more effective to be proactive. Watching those who enter a city, especially those coming in at odd hours, there should first be an attempt to identify them, determine what they are bringing into the city, and if trouble is likely to occur directly or indirectly. Bureaucracy is a third option where someone will mechanically follow rules to watch people because those in charge of deciding what poses a threat don’t trust their judgement.”

“Mmn, good, good.” She managed to emphasize the issues that we would likely run into. Extemporaneously working on multiple levels made me wish I had something proper to award her with. “In any case, rest like your sister while I secure the lodgings. I’ll bring the two of you in afterwards. At most I’ll give you a numeric puzzle tonight, you need to catch up on your sleep while we have a proper bed.”

Tagalong Girl remained unwilling to question my decision, and nodded as Sparky trotted to a stop beside a large building with a kinetic pattern on the sign. A smoothly rotating lotus with curved spokes creating a moire pattern behind. While likely utilizing the simple technology used in grandfather clocks, being unnecessary made it all the more appealing.

Stealing a glance behind me, the three or so people still on the streets were stall owners who’d only just finished packing up their goods. The one who’d been eyeing us as we entered remained in place. Entering the inn, while it did look nice on the outside, I could feel the inexperience of the establishment.

While fancy, tables were only placed along the walls, and half the first floor was walled off to serve as the backroom. There was no intent to serve food constantly, leaving the halls empty and dampening the mood considerably. Bare bones accommodations are all travelers require, but people spend enough time traveling alone. Floral carvings upon that raised stage meant nothing on a void stage in an empty hall.

Towards the back center of the room, the fist sized knocker gave two hollow thuds followed by some deep echo from something within the wall. 

A kinetic sculpture is a charming little installation, but I didn’t quite understand the aesthetics of this mechanism. Other than the practicality of maintenance, it disturbed the other guests in the building. As long as it’s carved from wood it’s fine in this area of the chapter I supposed.

The innkeep was slow to respond, overall an uninteresting fellow. Handing over the money, I half wondered if I should seek out money instead of information. Our adventuring coffers remained quite full, but it didn’t make sense for a couple of vagabonds(one of whom was sick) managed to run around with so much money and no knowledge of how to get more. 

I could be as prodigal as I liked, but Tagalong Girl already lacked a sense of normality.  I could only ask her to stay in once again. Nomads are an inherently foreign group of people, hopefully upon settling down for a few months there would be enough time for her to acquire a sense of normalcy before we set out again.

“*Hmm, settling down, settling down. Tsk, relying on people living their lives is so undependable for situations like these.*” Muttering aloud, my Soul Strands had yet to be discovered, so I boldly began letting loose detection spells from my own position. While still the same spell, it was the difference between working with your non-dominant hand. In normal circumstances, that wouldn’t be so important— with 10 other locations without an optimized UI, it was a welcome decrease in difficulty.

“*Well, dear fellow, you don’t seem to mean any harm. But how do I avoid your suspicion?*” Walking at a moderate pace through town, the pursuer made no moves to catch up, even after I moved through the blind spots of surrounding windows. Purely a reconnaissance mission for him then. If only he made the first move that would be a much better excuse for a reasonable retreat.

Turning a corner, I scanned the next street to find— nothing of help. If there’d been any forgotten or loose products, or even something to create a puddle I could engineer a way for the pursuer to make a sound, but this place was too tidy!  Did these expansive buildings simply have enough room? Were the peasants living such free lives they could afford to clean up after themselves so thoroughly? Glaucen’s streets were filled with stalls of goods left out overnight, was public order lacking here?

In any case, I could only make so many right hand turns before even the most novice of pursuers could realize something amiss. Things would be so much easier if I had some conjuration spells. My Inventory could let me ‘conjure’ roughly a metric ton of bones, various sorts of plant matter, or perhaps a goblin treasury, but nothing to help me cleverly escape the situation.

So I unhappily dropped a single aurum on the ground, stationed soul strand nearby, and had it use <Mage Hand> to shift it under my pursuer’s foot, with a small dash of <Prestidigitation> to give it a comical glint in the moonlight.

I basically just bribed him away, how dull. After all, I had business to attend to, or try and start.

Depending on your preconceptions, an overly clean environment is just as unsettling as a place in disarray; unnaturally sterile and uninhabited despite the fact I could sense people in almost all the buildings. While villages had sturdier and larger housing the closer to Medean, Terdri certainly jumped much farther ahead in terms of inefficiently utilized space. Luckily upon reaching the northwestern quarter, streets thinned, and fish bones were cast aside in corners.

Fishy filth foresaw finding a forlorn friend or two, those transient who felt dependent on the bounty of the river, not quite able to set foot back into society properly. Unlike where a stranger can waltz into town to settle down, the prerequisite for that is capitalizing on their skills. Demand for candlemakers, cobblers and clothiers could increase with population, it did not take much additional effort on the part of other professions to sustain new denizens. With taxes levied by the church, an additional wainwright might steal enough business to drag down his established competitor into bankruptcy with him. 

Or an old fletcher might have supplied arrows to the town for years, yet perhaps a displaced younger fellow settled in and took his business. The country ran low on sentimentality in many instances, so without a second glance, while the transient properly settled in, the number of vagrants in the city remained the same. Now this old man would need another source of feed, preferably something that didn’t require him to overexert rickety bones, content to just break into homes.

Unable to cast a shadow to appear ominously upon the lock being picked in the dead of night, I observed his habits closely. Literally and figuratively, barbers were too luxurious for this scoundrel— between a blindspot from his poorly cut hair and his tendency to look back over his left shoulder, I stood about two feet from him behind his right, unnoticed. 

Functionally having X-ray vision, it was quite a treat watching him work with the strange intricacies of a wooden lock. There were still some bits missing, but upon focusing it no longer looked as wispy as before, just difficult to differentiate between the tumblers and pins.

“Anyway, keep quiet, although anything would startle you in this situation.” A voice suddenly commanding you from a few feet away when you thought yourself alone and stealthily sneaking in to burgle someone would always elicit a shout. My hand only momentarily clamped down over his mouth, and most of his face to be honest. Big and intimidating helped in this case “Now, you don’t look like you’ve been out of proper society for long, you’ve not joined up with any of those gangs, correct?”

“Y-yes! I mean no… sir!”

“I get according to the sermons respect is apportioned according to power, but I look far too young for you to call me that.  This is just a transaction that’s all. A fortuitous fate has befallen you, no need to be nervous. You’re a respectable craftsman.”

Wringing his hands, a hastily withdrawn rake slightly bent, he certainly didn’t look less nervous. However in his eyes was the anxiousness of a new prospect— if the ocular refraction of light could be used as an indication(as a brief aside, given the flat horizon on the plains, I was coming to doubt vision worked on the principles of reflected light, but that’s yet another field of study I put off). At the very least, his stammering was much more pliable than those who clamped up under pressure.

“Now, we can leave our long-term partnership until later. You can call me Green Ascetic. Why don’t we step into that building and see if you can identify some rather special arrows that I’ve acquired?” Gently turning the man around, I slipped the rake out of his hand, bending it back into shape while pointing at an unoccupied flat.

Leading the way, I recalled my knowledge of archaic lockpicking. Mostly the differentiation between what I’d likely find in actual locks versus some arbitrary abilities that made gameplay more interesting. Three slips of the rake, once to recall the skill, once to properly test the resistances, and a third longer attempt to open it. Luckily Fletcher took a few moments in hesitation, respect was measured in seconds, and I almost took a whole minute for this simple lock.

Straightening up from my stooped posture, I presented his rake in an open hand after vaporizing the small bone used as a tension wrench. 

“So swiftly! Uh, Green Ascetic, you are a professional? I’m afraid it’s something I’ve only picked up due to my nimble hands…”

“No, I’m a dabbler like yourself, both our talents lie in more productive fields. I’m not expecting you to be doing any breaking and entering. Why not introduce yourself and come in? This business is best not done incautiously nonetheless.”

“Yes, my name is Bratcha, as you know a fletcher who worked in this town for 19 years. However my business came to an abrupt stop when a strange insect attacked. With the high tension, even arrows rose in demand, although I can’t say if they would have affected that creature at all. 

I did manage to keep up with demand.  It’s just those passersby headed for the Randall-Varren thought it an opportunity. He and his blacksmith friend had enough extra funds to set up shop for a low price in the chaos and undercut me. Leo and I were on good terms, but not that good. Then before those beast hunters killed the creature, it managed to drag him away. I suppose neither of us were very lucky…”

“The Patriarch will reward those who show skill. So what can you tell me about these?” Having chosen this abandoned tenement for the table in the foyer(or dining room, or bedroom, or storage space— my comments on large buildings seemed restricted to the center of town) I placed the two types of enchanted arrows I’d taken from Khtraal, as well as the arrow Leitha shot me with. “This one in particular. Hopefully in removing the blood the patterns weren’t disturbed too greatly.”

Bratcha looked anxiously at the first two I’d brought out, relieved when he saw the elvish arrow. In the end it seemed like goblins may be too far removed from society to gather any proper information on their gew-gaws.

“An ancestral arrow, how could it be! Of course I can’t claim to be any authority on the matter, after all I don’t dabble in elvish witchcraft. I only heard stories from travelers, it might be better to find someone with an elf slave and have them—”

“It pierced directly through a sword; better to have a bullet-tip than nothing while hunting. Whatever you know is a start.”

“Yes, I suppose that is true.  Ancestral arrows can only be made from a tree that gives its wood freely to an elf, I’m not sure what that entails, but I think it needs to be a special kind of tree. This is the toughest part of the ritual, so not many can be made. Most ancestral arrows are retrieved after firing because of this, the wood is almost unbreakable and the markings to attract spirits can be reapplied.” Bratcha gently turned the arrow over and over in his hands, while his words enticed me to snatch it and attempt snapping it in half. Alas it was my only specimen and was pointless to test how ‘unbreakable’ the wood could be. “Now I really can’t be certain, but this pattern does remind me of a man with an elvish bowyer. I think he mentioned finding some special materials whenever a more important piece was commissioned by a Disciple….”

Bratcha actually was able to go on for several minutes about how different plants could be able to ‘resonate’ with trees that grew near them, and how this ‘natural state’ could reinforce the wood further, even if just applied cosmetically. This devilry, shamanism, or magic provided a beacon to spirits, something that lasted until disrupted. Allegedly.

What materials made the pattern was more important than the exact patterns, allegedly. Bratcha made sure to repeat this frequently, as though a small mistake might make him seem more unprofessional than constantly undercutting himself. 

In any case, it was more than he knew of the goblin arrows. Their form of shamanism never left the darkened woods to the north it seemed.

“That information will be quite useful in the future. Now let’s have that be the focus of a long term cooperation. I’ll be settling down nearby, but of course I’m not someone who seeks out trouble. If I hire some additional hands, I think you can easily manage listening in to the goings on and reporting to me. You’ll be generously compensated, how much would it take to reestablish your fletching shop?”

            

    
        Chapter 117: A Morning Chat

    
    
    
    
                I, like most people, want things done right, and thus resort to doing them myself. However, what's the point in creating an information network if I personally go looking into things? Then again, I needed arms, so many more arms, a single fletcher wasn’t going to do me much good.

Distracting myself, I stepped upon a path of <Mage Hand>s hovering a fraction of an inch above the ground. Not that it helped, I still had plenty of time to think about whatever disciple was trying to acquire Terdri for his own. It didn’t even have anything to do with me or Tagalong Girl. I just felt a mighty urge to interfere.

That’s just Alric, Tagalong Girl’s mysterious tutor, prodigal mage in a land of Oouei. Helpful and respectful to others, but more than willing to cause trouble for those who deserve it? Is that really the best way to demonstrate a sort of heroism to Tagalong Girl? Of course a part of me knew that was just a side benefit to alleviating my itchy fingers. 

“Hmmm.”

To this point, none of the other ‘students’ I’d taken in had been actual children. I never felt worried about pressuring them too much. Allowing for a naturally occuring period of growth as opposed to one I could resolve narratively, or through game-system assisted powerleveling tried my patience. 

Didn’t that just make it all the more important that I didn’t take this too lightly?

Moving between districts, I observed the ligneous opulence further. What could that disciple be planning here? Waterwheels disengaged from their mills continued in their pointless circles, but other than fishing, there weren’t any resources that made this place special. 

Its use as a trade route? According to Bratcha ships only came through en masse three times a year, and otherwise the docks didn’t see too much use. After all, this river really was too wide and fast. On top of the fact that it flowed with the wind, you couldn’t even sail upstream, then there was a lack of engines— which actually felt stranger the more mechanical finesse I saw society exhibit.

In any case, this meant travel along the waterways generally only went downstream. So what if hypothetically there were unrecognized settlements along the river unnoticed by the official church? It would be well within the confines of Tian Meng should an ambitious disciple attempt to monopolize their resources.

Wanting to play a little game of sneaking into the buildings near the riverside was futile— sneaking implied there would be something to avoid. Nearly every building was left totally abandoned without a hint of security. Perhaps local snakeheads still feared dragons,  no backbone at all, a criminal organization should be willing to eat some losses to maintain at least some pride when shifting owners.

Moving in and out, while no drydocks were hidden away, several Soul Strands discovered warehouses much fuller than they should have been. Impromptu food silos might have made sense. I tittered with glee, opening up a crate to confirm with my own eyes.

Scores of spearheads, stacks of splint mail, and several sealed casks(shelf-stable healing ointments no doubt). Bows, arrows, materials for heavy repairs, ah, this was so much more interesting than grifting taxes. This certainly wasn’t a plan for rebellion though, the materials looked like they were destined for conscripts. Even the most idiotic disciple knew the scale of the Church and how futile a rebellion with the common man would go.

A siege? From the goblins? Or perhaps elves? Either way, if the disciple knew, why wouldn’t he contact the church? Did he run to this isolated patch of land to defend it away from the real fighting?

At least now I had a better idea what to tell my network to look out for. Satisfied with the event I dug up, I went back to recruiting. Bratcha would become the head of my Terdri branch, so he warranted some discussion, but the other various orphans and dispossessed held even less interesting qualities. I just spent the time with each to build a slight rapport and understand where to place them better. 

The Green Huntsman Guild— 42 members total including myself and Bratcha. It would be wasteful and highly unlikely for me to succeed in funding everyone’s previous occupations to where they could start anew here. Instead, it wouldn’t be hard for them to survive with a little information on where certain beasts tended to gather. In addition to an upfront payment, the group already was excited for a brighter future.

All my returns from this investment would be taking place in the undefined future as well, so I wasn’t feeling particularly satisfied upon my return to the inn. Convincing 40 people(and scouting out a few rejects) took over five hours, so Ria and Tagalong Girl were dead asleep upon my return.

Ria sat upright against the headboard, falling asleep in the middle of a conversation again no doubt.  With half a dozen <Mage Hand>s I eased her down into the bed. Her chromatic skin had yet to show any sign of bed sores—- of course my thoughts to test her skin’s durability remained merely thoughts. Cat repeatedly elucidated how the nature of pain differed in pre-dive game societies. 

Maybe if she exhibited some of Tagalong Girl’s unyielding spirit… no it’s not a good look even if Ria could handle it. My curiosity remained unabated in this field as well.

Still unwilling to sleep near Ria, Tagalong Girl once again took to the floor with a sleeping bag. Snug as a bug in a rug, the chill in the air would presumably intensify as winter deepened, then there were the oft-mentioned rainstorms. I’d fixed up one set of clothes to her size, but I might as well prepare the rest now.

Pulling out my sewing kit from Underworld of Armok(in actuality meant to represent the flesh-stitching and corpsecrafting aspects of necromancy) I shied away from using the thread it came with, instead using an abundance of threads I’d naturally purchased from villages on our travels. The needle itself was not a crude Derrish craft however, and while I didn’t wish to push its limits, it scratched one of my many blades from this world without bending. 

The devs didn’t want to make and name that many lore-friendly materials. With many people reaching one or two thousand levels, that would be over 20 materials for a 100 level range. Even a half-hearted strength build would increase by 500, or 50 times that of a ‘normal human’s’ strength. An unassuming ‘iron’ dagger in Underworld was therefore akin to a superalloy in real world physicality.

If I used threads from a higher level realm like that to stitch together a regular outfit, our clothes and bones would likely turn to dust before leaving behind a thin thread. How extraordinarily wasteful would that be of something I can’t replenish?

Cheerfully sewing the night away, I tailored four more sets of clothing for Tagalong Girl, as well as one for Ria. <Prestidigitation> was also much gentler on cleaning fabrics, not to mention we didn’t need to actually remove clothing for me to wash it; overall we didn’t need nearly that much in the way of apparel. 

Just something to occupy my hands as I continued mentally practicing spells. 

Ria stirred first, Tagalong Girl regularly rose just before the sun, but the older lass kept irregular hours. Luckily she did seem to be calming down in earnest about our travels, not that programming one of my various undead to wake me if she moved more than 10 meters was particularly troubling.

“What’s for dinner?” Speech not slurred, albeit still slow, and a little confused(naturally I hadn’t left before making sure the two had eaten at least one helping of fish and bread)

“It’s too early for breakfast. Wait a bit for *Tagalong Girl* to wake up.”

“I’m hungry now. Don’t I need energy?”

“That is true. But only some of the trail ration grade foods. I’m not letting you eat any of the good stuff on your own.” 

At least one of them was willing to speak out. Hopefully Ria assimilated a passion for actually becoming stronger. Wanting something to change, but not doing anything to precipitate it… tsk, she was also rather young, I didn’t want to be too judgemental. 

Ria quietly(without speaking at least) ate some nuts and a bit of cheese.Absentmindedly she stared at the corner, avoiding eye contact.

“Do you have any hopes for what will come after?” There was a general idea of who she was, but I didn’t know Ria, not really. “*Tagalong Girl* has a slightly abstract desire, but she is reaching for it with all she’s got.”

“I just wanted to help out at home.”

“So there wasn’t anything. You’re content with living.”

“I don’t know where you came from. How can you talk about what I hope for?”

“‘More fundamental than taxes, all sentient beings have desire.’ Ultimately all things are the same that way. At minimum, you desire to live, and eat to see tomorrow. Whatever you ‘truly’ wish for, it’s not fundamentally different than wanting an object, a feeling, or state of being. Understanding is simply a matter of accepting, it’s not difficult to do.” I shrugged, taking out a small stone to roll about in my hands. Ria hadn’t been exposed to many ideas in her life, and thus was weak to sophistry. Not that my words were untrue, but to someone who wanted to believe in helping others, understanding was a core part of that.

In essence, it was a statement so all encompassing that whatever she thought she could gain from it would naturally just be a feeling she already had.

“I just— I can’t go home like this. But I can’t keep…” 

“Alright, one sweet if you can keep it together.” More of a wretched taffy than an actual candy, I placed a product of wilderness confectionery into her hand. “Lots of people head out on journeys they don’t want to, or even don’t mean to. It’s not a matter of abandoning your past. Everyone’s alive and well back home, and you're not going to be in any danger while I’m here.”

“How can I know? How can they know? Not knowing is terrible, even my brother, who knows what’s happened to him, even though he left, dad and I still want to know… but nothing.”

“I didn’t just spring up out of a hole in the ground.” At least not originally. I wonder how transmigrators physically came into being. “As far as I’m aware, my family is still alive and well… somewhere. And we are, were? Close, it’s not like we had loose ties. My best friend Cat too, he’s definitely still alive. I’d be unsurprised to run into him again, but there’s really no telling if fate will bring us together again, or that casual ‘see you later’ was our last. You can’t let people be boundaries in living your own life.”

“You don’t understand. You’re not really a person.”

“Hahaha, Cat’s said the same thing on multiple occasions. But like I said, it doesn’t matter. Human or abominable freak that disgraces the idea of cognition, I too want things, thus I understand.”

“No. I don’t think you do.” Ria closed her eyes, lying back down. It seemed she’d done too much thinking here and needed to rest again. That was fine, she could have the last word, I had a better idea of her— her insecurities at least.

While waiting for my pupil to wake up, I considered the various ways I could work my various half-truths into a mysterious background. I’d hoped to simply remain a character untethered to the past, but history and personal anecdotes work wonders in some conversations. Nothing too concrete was said, plenty of wiggle room for whatever I wanted to be in this world.

So like a good master, I plotted a course for the growth of my disciple, and the well-being of my charge.

Bah, if you really want to be understood, explain yourself. Otherwise, just dance on the stage as you please. I could at least be content with Tagalong Girl trying to learn how.

            

    
        Chapter 118: Green Ascetic Group

    
    
    
    
                As usual, Alric sat waiting for her to wake up. Legs crossed, hands together in a meditative posture, thinking of something far away until that moment. Imira was fairly certain he actually took the pose moments before she woke up, just to… well not for any reason, just so she’d know he was there, and give her time to fully wake up before the morning lessons.

She would like to  lay back down and fall asleep, but this was hardly the time for that. Trying to rid herself of morning grog, she sat up.

“Sleep well? Before breakfast we’ll be going over the seven vices, which in the past have been known as the seven deadly sins— the definition of ‘sin’ being so dynamic and subjective meant that when it came time to use these concepts to properly describe people, society wanted to divorce them from their connotations. In no meaningful order: greed, wrath, pride, lust, gluttony, envy, and sloth. It’s alright to have vices, but always be aware. These seven traits will lead you to ruin if left unchecked. This is also why it’s important to be self-aware, so you can temper your limitations.”

“Starting with Pride, it is a vice that represents inefficiency, self-deception, and callousness the most. To cut yourself off for the sake of pride means your pride is worth more than your goal. Now, you don’t always need to forsake your pride at every turn, some goals aren’t worth much, just think, if you are limiting yourself, ask why. Do not put your face higher than your desires.

:Do not think of yourself as more than you are.You are diligent now, but become prideful, and you will slack off. Perhaps if you retire from this life and settle somewhere small it won’t cause any problems. However there are many great and unforeseeable powers. Be cautious, don’t make a stir if you can’t handle it, don’t underestimate the enemy, and always strive to improve yourself.

“Because you are just another person. Reciprocity is in human nature, even Tiaism recognizes this. So you can’t simply discard others and behave coldly. Be proud, but treat others well.”

Alric continued on with this lesson a little more, as Imira tried drawing meaning out of it. He must have started with pride for a reason, but she had difficulty envisioning herself as prideful. Part of her wanted to ask questions, but regarding these more philosophical sorts of questions, Alric did his best not to give any answers.

Extraneous and lacking in guidance, her least favorite kind of lesson.

Looking around the room, their gear was still wantonly spread about. Allegedly there was a sort of order to it, Alric never seemed to rummage through the piles looking for anything, but more importantly— 

“How long are we staying here?”

“En, you’ve got it. Another day or two. There’s a little recently established hunter’s guild; I want you to take a day trip with the juniors there and see if you can catch something.”

“In just a day?”

“Even without use of your eyes, there will be an abundance of fauna for you to track. Nor is anything there beyond your ability to handle, so I won’t be accompanying you— I’ll be nearby, just not enough to pull you directly out of danger.” Imira didn’t even have a chance for her nerves to consider the situation before Alric settled them. She wouldn’t have believed him if he said she was actually on her own. 

Spear set to her right, Imira began packing the essentials for a short trip. That included a coat which had been resized and its insulating materials supplemented. 

She definitely wouldn’t believe it if he claimed she was all on her own.

Understanding his motivations may not be possible, but what Alric did decide on it looked like he would involve himself intricately. But until what point would he stay involved?

“It’s just about time. Ria… I suppose there’s no need to tell you to stay put. I’ll be back in a flash.” Long arm striking like a snake, he tapped one of Ria’s nubby horns that were hiding under her cowl. While he usually gave a heads up, it wasn’t unprecedented. Ria shifted from her sedentary yet attentive position, to gently reclining back onto the bed.

Alric then withdrew an assortment of primitive looking charms with his hand on his chin. 

“They’ll do, but don’t learn anything from them. Just some junk cobbled together. Let’s head out.”

Imira lifted up her bag and quickly followed out the door without looking back. Moving lightly with her spear in hand, Alric also walked elegantly with quiet footsteps, despite the warhammer strapped to his hip.

It was a weapon she hadn’t seen him use, although he seemed to favor it when not in town. Normally a person should favor a single type of weapon. The way he brought it out on the road meant this wasn’t a showpiece like that sword he never used. It didn’t quite fit him: spears were full tricks and using leverage, they didn’t make as much use of strength but like him they could be slippery; swordplay was filled with technique and split-second decision making; even passing lessons in archery and daggers seemed calculating and resolute.

He never displayed much when it came to using heavy weapons. Technical considerations of momentum, leverage, and rebound aside, Alric excluded his more ethereal discussion on the ‘essence’ of hammer combat.

So what was different about the hammer?

It probably wasn’t just that she couldn’t deal with it. Imira looked down at herself as they walked. Between Alric’s cooking and training, she’d definitely put on some muscle. Comparing herself to an adult half-giant was absurd, but even compared to other children running through the villages, she barely had an edge.

Around them, people kept their heads down going about their business. The crowds looked much less boastful, with fewer people talking loudly about their successes. After Alric pointed it out to her, posturing did feel extraordinarily common where they’d passed through to varying degrees. Even back in Salt Village there was plenty of boasting about the fish they’d caught, or how they contributed during the village’s rough times.

He assured her that it really wasn’t normal to be that boastful outside of Derriad… but given the size of the country, just how far away was that? Instead of coming from a distant land, it was like he just crawled out of the dark earth, a place with only passing similarities to where they wandered now.

Even though multi-storeyed buildings towered around her, it did not feel unfamiliar to Imira. There was a shadowy cast to the street they walked along, the cleanliness maintaining the bright atmosphere. While not vibrant, Terdri felt energetic. 

They soon entered a small plaza where three boys and a young man awaited.

“Johan, Terin, Marken, and Jeph.” Alric pointed towards them left to right. “This is my sister-in-law, as well as my protégé, more or less.”

“Lucy. I specialize in the spear, but am also capable of identifying tracks.” Giving a tiny bow of the head as Alric did, she introduced herself.

Alric nodded his head to the side in an almost indistinguishable movement. Perhaps he wanted her to be less impersonal? Either way, Terin, the oldest boy, spoke out.

“Green Ascetic, with just us, I’m not sure if we could keep her safe. If you’re busy it would be better to find some more experienced hunter to take care of her.”

Imira frowned and looked over her shoulder. Alric kept a neutral face with the hint of a smile.

She tried adjusting her posture to stand up straight. She knew she was better than these children. Their inattentive stances, poorly maintained weapons, a lack of any sort of wariness. It had been easy to get Rion to listen to her, and talking to Alric was like breathing— although that was probably on his part— so why was she having trouble thinking of what to say?

It should be forceful, yet personable. It’s easy to say something like that, but what does that mean in practice? Is she supposed to beat them up to show them she’s worthy? When they had time, Alric loved provoking ‘sumo’ matches in villages. That was meant to fire up a crowd and make conversation easier, but the losers seemed to get much closer with him afterwards, not to mention the spectators.

“Sorry… but I definitely have the skills to contribute.” Imira meekly stated. At least her voice remained firm. Under spontaneous singing lessons, being able to project her voice clearly became an ingrained habit, no matter how awkward she felt.

“You’re younger than Jeph, what skill can you have?”

“If Green Ascetic wants her to come with us, then we’ll listen to him! She has a spear, I bet you know how to use it right? Green Ascetic taught you?” Jeph spoke up as soon as he was drawn into the conversation. A scrawny 12 year old looking boy, having him defend her was nice but uncomfortable— he really was still older than her though.

“Of course he’s taught me how to use it. Of course I… no, I should say I have killed several goblins but have never gone hunting before.”

“Wow, really? I’ve never actually seen one before.”

“So it’s more about practicing your tracking abilities.” Johan nodded, looking towards Alric for confirmation, however he simply gestured back towards Imira. “Ahem, it’s our first time hunting together, although we’ve seen each other around before. We should start by figuring out our specialties—”

Actually they needed to figure out their goals first, then what methods could be used to accomplish it. Being fixated on your strengths distracted from what actually needed to be done.

“— I’m the only one of us who’s hunted regularly, and the only one with a proper bow. Making the first shot will be up to me. Lucy, with a spear, can you help box in the prey? How good are you at concealing your presence?”

“Fine, although in regards to the prey…”

“A deer or thenk is most likely. Green Ascetic said that it just needed to be a short trip—“

“But he didn’t specify more than that?” Imira felt her heart racing just by interrupting him. Johan’s brow furrowed slightly, but she managed to continue before he started speaking again.

“It’s not just one test, everything is…”

“Huh? Whatdaya mean by that?” Jeph gradually closed the distance as they talked, and the alteration of positions naturally had the other three follow suit. Everyone was getting closer together— making it easier to observe possible tics, but Imira wished she could take more than just a half step back unnoticed.

Marken seemed much the same, keeping a few more feet of distance, but caught up in the social circle just the same. He kept his sharp blue eyes on the speaker, but was quick to avert them if someone looked his way.

If only she had the ability to simply strike off alone and explore freely, she wouldn’t need to deal with all this bothersome interaction.

She absolutely wasn’t responding quickly enough, and the silence was turning strange as they waited for her to answer. Imira needed to simply blurt something out to continue the ‘flow of communication’.

“Um, well he doesn’t like doing one thing, everything has at least three meanings to it? It’s not just a measure of how well you can hunt, but also making a plan.”

“Isn’t that what Johan was doing?” Terin narrowed his eyes in displeasure.

“He didn’t, well, he skipped the first step of identifying the goal.” Imira felt like shrinking back. They were obviously not understanding her intent, and further clarification and confrontation was just adding more strain. 

Johan himself didn’t seem to be dismissing her offhandedly, but neither was he convinced. There were a few moments more of silence, but Imira couldn’t think of anything to fill the gap.

“It can’t be anything other than a hunting trip. Smaller game might be easier to catch in a shorter time period, but if we aren’t going to be gone long, we won’t come back with impressive results that way. The silos are full, so hides are more important than meat.”

“Um, yes, that’s true.”

“See, you just watch and listen to Johan. We’re the ones who have hunted in the forest before.”

“Terin, we can’t speak for what Green Ascetic wants. Hunters have to be observant.” Johan chastised, before poorly concealing his surprise. At some point while they were engaged in conversation Alric disappeared without a trace.

After following Johan’s gaze, Imira wondered how close Alric stayed. Close enough to read their lips? Or just in range of his senses as he got ready to follow them? Because either way the course of the discussion had already been decided. She bowed again, with more deference this time.

“I’ll follow your lead then. May we have a good hunt.”

            

    
        Chapter 119: Such Teamwork

    
    
    
    
                “Do… we have to go… so fast?”

“Yeah, this is a bit much…”

Jeph panted, and Terin groaned in agreement as they reached the forest’s edge. Jeph was smaller than everyone except Imira, and Terin simply seemed unpleasant. Marken remained silent, but likewise he looked flushed from exerting himself. Only Imira and Johan looked unaffected by their forced march.

“This isn’t an extended trip, we need to maximize the use of our time. There will be plenty of time to rest once we get into position. We’ll use the scent killers now.”

Marken quickly nodded and took out a few small ceramic jars from his satchel. Apparently he specialized in tracking and other facets regarding the influence of the environment, so Johan delegated the ‘responsibility’ of carrying the mixture.

Marken did not verbally respond, or make eye contact with anyone as he handed out the jars.

Imira could only psyche herself up in preparation for her own over-analyzation of the situation— but was it really over analyzing things? As stated that morning, these four hadn’t gone hunting before, so the group dynamics were unformed. And of them, Marken was the least likely to integrate on his own.

So part of her personal task needed to be pulling him into the fold.

When she could barely handle herself.

Marken’s focus was allegedly information and observation— but only to the extent a child could be focused on such things. Even if there were holes in her knowledge, Imira doubted that he would be aware. Not to mention if he could, or even would, attempt to communicate what he knew.

Somewhat similar to what she was doing now. Just thinking instead of talking.

“Ehem… what’s the proper amount to apply?”

“?” His surprise was so quiet, Imira couldn’t even make out what noise he made. He coughed once loudly, as if to reset himself  “A single daub per area, it should thin out enough to only leave a dull coat that fills your skin, if you can scrape it off, there’s too much.”

Off to the side, Jeph surreptitiously wiped a thick brown glob back into the container.

“I see…”

“Underarms, neck, face, and anywhere else you sweat are the most important.” Johan added, needlessly. Although Imira wasn’t actually sure why she knew that already, Alric hadn’t actually gone over the specifics of masking one’s scent. 

“Understood.”

The paste had a strange tackiness and permeability to it that made Imira’s skin feel slightly stiff as she applied it. Daubs weren’t exactly a proper unit of measurement, so a second dot needed to be smeared on her left arm before understanding the portions.

It darkened the tone of skin by a shade, an effect that may or may not have been intentional on the herbalist’s part to help disguise the user. Of course it also had a faint aroma of recently stirred earth. As for the taste, it was more sour than bitter, starting off astringent, then—

“What are you doing?” Terin asked with contempt. Imira froze with the back of her hand towards her mouth, much like a cat.

Actually, thinking about it from a normal perspective, tasting herbal and alchemical mixtures was unusual.

“Uh, rhuvine sap, hansberry, bound with shade bean extract… do you know how it’s made?” 

“What? You just ate some of the paste! Why would you do that?”

Talking to Terin felt so difficult when he obviously was biased against her. Besides, it wasn’t as though it would cause any harm. His face had deep brown streaks of misapplied paste, if there was going to be any reaction, he would have had one by now.

“It’s… practice.”

“What are you practicing?” Oblivious, or perhaps simply irreverent, Jeph got closer, ignoring Terin’s hostility.

“Identifying herbs. Alric is an alchemist, but he’s only taught me how to identify so far. One way to test for toxicity is long-term skin exposure, however for a commonly used topical ointment, barring individual sensitivities there should be no problem.” Imira began pulling out whatever she could remember. Only being able to clearly talk with the youngest child(excluding herself) wasn’t much of an accomplishment, yet it was something. Although she wondered if any of them could understand what she was talking about considering their confused faces— she no longer had to help with menial chores unrelated to training, an advantage common people wouldn’t receive.

“Huh, so I can eat—”

“Don’t.” Johan let out an exasperated sigh. “It’s more expensive than two skewers, and definitely doesn’t taste as good. Lucy, don’t give him any ideas. For now, be quiet and look for tracks. Let’s go.”

The three followed Marken’s lead and shut their mouths before following Johan to the forest.

“Hm, as I expected, thenk tracks. These hairs mean it’s healthy, but probably traveling alone.”

Johan felt the depression left by the hooves, rubbing some of the dirt between his fingers. Then he stood up and started examining the edges of the trees.

Imira, wanting to form her own opinion, knelt down as well. 

What… exactly is a thenk?

Because the first time she met Alric, he did not speak Derrish, so any creature he didn’t know the name of, he just referred to with his own language without pause. Is a thenk something he never encountered, or could it even be one of the several creatures they dissected when moving through the woods?

Johan’s desire to hunt it meant it was approximately the same weight category as a deer, however the placement of the tracks seemed too close together. Actually, was it a hexapod? With more even weight distribution, that could also explain the slightly shallow impression for the width of the creature. Plus short fur, that only left two creatures she’d seen before.

Having seen them only once each, Imira didn’t actually remember much about them— but it was probably the one with a long, canine face and nubs for tusks. Alric held onto it with great difficulty as it tried shedding fur to slip loose, although it was forced to stay until he was done talking about perpetually growing teeth.

“Can ya tell anything about it? You got any other secret techniques?”

“No. I can only tell it's a larger creature with a cloven hoof. I can infer the rest, but…” Imira trailed off as Marken shuffled closer to her and Jeph. He cleared his throat several times before managing to speak.

“Thenks can’t use their snout to dig, so their front hooves are more spade-like to dig for tubers and that sort of thing.” It looked like he was talking to a small sapling that was struggling to survive. Should she say something? She should.

“Well, ehm, why would they not eat? It passed by that patch of wild carrots right there.”

Right along the tracks, several distinctive green frilly tops that looked relatively unmolested.

“Uh, I don’t know.”

“Haven’t you been out here before Marken? How can you not know?”

“It’s not that simple…”

“H—” As the three of them gathered around the tracks, Terin began to call out from Johan’s side, who immediately smacked him in the head.

“Are you daft, what part of ‘be quiet’ don’t you understand? All of you, follow along and shut up.”

No one was willing to directly contradict an adult, so they obeyed.

Hunting wasn’t a quick process. The quintet moved through the rich forest for several hours at a much slower pace than before. Johan occasionally pointed out some things, mostly at the level of predicting the thenk’s path when the tracks became unclear, or an occasional plant that could help mask their scent further.

While she learned a little, such as thenks rubbing their coats along trees if they hadn’t shed a particular area recently, mostly it was little reminders for the things Imira had learned on her journey. She could even tell that this wooded area was substantially younger than the primary forest due to the abundance of shrubs and a lack of apex predator markings. All the herbs were practically weeds as well, the energy level of the ecosystem was quite low.

Imira wouldn’t have considered any of this before leaving the village. She was clearly learning. And she was supposed to learn how to… do something with other people, but Johan dominated the lead and cut off further conversation.

It was the right choice to maintain politeness, after all. She only had Alric’s name, not his ability. Wait…

“We’ve made it to the stream. There’s a clearing about an hour further, it’ll be dark then. That’s where they nest. Lucy, you and Terin cross here. Marken and I— and Jeph— will take a shot. If it doesn’t go down, it will make a run across a shallow part of the stream. You use your spear, Terin, you can try landing another shot.”

“I’ll fell the mark!.” Terin nodded with entirely too much self assurance. 

“Understood.” Waiting a moment to see if he had anything more to add… he didn’t. Imira readied her spear and moved as quickly as she could while remaining silent.

“Good luck—” It took a moment for Johan to cross the distance, but he soon clamped Jeph’s mouth shut.

“By the Patriarch: How. Many. Times—” And that was all Imira heard from the group.

Not to mention the fact she spent her whole life hopping back and forth across the little river in her village, with a spear to act as additional support, Imira easily cleared the brook. Holding up the group and not reaching the location on time would reflect poorly on her skills. She hardly had a habit of wasting time.

However, looking behind, Terin was struggling to even make it across the river.

‘People have different skillsets. Teammates can cover areas where you are lacking.’ As Terin dipped his foot into the stream and stumbled back onto the shore, Imira repeated to herself. The only thing he seemed to be adding to this expedition was a pair of hands to carry a bow. 

“You’re alright?” Still, it was appropriate to show some concern for her ally, unpleasant he may be.

“I’m fine. Let’s go.” Hurriedly moving forward to catch up with her, Terin didn’t slow down as he passed by, the crackling of branches and leaves showing an even greater lack of care than before.

Were her standards too high? Maybe he was just too inexperienced. Imira wished she interacted more with the hunters back in the village to get an idea of what was expected— although this was likely Alric’s intent.

As the forest grew dark, Terin slowed his pace. Dwindling vision came with a dwindling ability to keep silent, so overall he remained too loud. Imira didn’t hear anything darting away from their obvious position; calling animals complacent also felt wrong somehow. 

She considered saying something, a criticism, a tip, a comment, some ‘small talk’, ultimately deciding against any of it. Words can’t be taken back, so it would be better to wait until she was more sure of herself. Trying not to overthink it, Imira fell back into analyzing her surroundings. 

A sparse canopy let plenty of starlight illuminate the forest, as much light one could hope for in the dead of night. The nocturnal cacophony filled the air with the low hum of bugs and a small share of hooting and chirping. As for smells… something seemed different than the other forest, but she couldn’t quite tell what.

The world grew ever more still as Imira approached the clearing’s edge. Not wanting to draw too far ahead of Terin, she moved at an incredibly relaxed pace throughout the night. Looking closely, she spotted several routes she could hide along. Naturally a somewhat difficult task considering the forest’s openness. Luckily the herd of 18 settled completely on the far side of the stream, the viable paths across the water limiting their choices.

Gesturing, she pointed at Terin, the ground, herself, then another point further away. When, no, she should say if he missed, then the prey should be driven in her direction. Judging the brown boulder’s sizes from across the stream at night, Imira thought that even the biggest was four times her weight at most. Her hand gripped her spear.

It could probably take that much force?

No, she could always simply target a different creature. Even if it wasn’t the one Johan shot, Imira could catch one of the others without worry. Spears were meant to hunt larger prey after all.

However her ‘mission’ wasn’t to catch prey. Imira was supposed to work with others. After indicating Terin to ready himself at one corner, she would simply wait until Johan made his move first. 

Dark shapes began scuttling across the way. Of course the largest of shapes stirred, almost following along with their movements. Imira didn’t think Alric made any mention of this sort of social characteristic from herd animals, but it made sense, other than how complacent it seemed.

Actually, would it stand and fight? Did something else give it confidence that she hadn’t thought of? Was it simply a stupid animal?

She should have asked for more specifics. That would have helped establish her relationships in the team. How well was she actually doing in this test? Alric might not even be anywhere nearby, and the specifics of this situation weren’t important. She should find—

Instinctively her eyes were drawn to movement in a split second. Like vipers from a bush, two arrows flew towards the herd, and a third planted itself in the ground several meters short. With a low bellow reminiscent of a fog horn the herd leapt up in unison. Even with a six-legged gallop that only provided something more to catch themselves when they blindly plunged through the river.

The hunt entered its climax, Imira drew in as many details as she could.

Johan considered his limits, not aiming for the largest thenk, however even with two arrows in its flank, it had plenty of stamina to spare. A few hours of pursuit would lead to an easy catch, but their target wasn’t going to drop just yet.

Terin had his arrow nocked and looked calm enough. From Imira’s angle she predicted he failed to lead the target enough. However if she shouted, that would just alert the prey and be even less likely to succeed. He could at least spook the creature towards her.

Trying to see where his arrow would go, Imira’s gaze paused on the creature behind the target.

A wolf in sheep’s clothing— she didn’t have time to be thinking about stories!

“Terin, don’t shoot!” 

Aside from the burning red eyes fixated on the wounded creature ahead, it heavily salivated through sharp canines, obviously not an herbivore. Whatever it was, if struck by Terin’s arrow, it would lash out and get a much easier meal.

It wasn’t as though she could evaluate the world in an instant or see 10 steps ahead; even as Imira shouted, Terin’s arrow stuck into the beast’s flank.

Anatomy is vital. Aside from slightly flinching, a predator that size wouldn’t slow in the slightest. Nor would it do something as wasteful as rearing back to let loose an intimidating roar, it had no reason to try and intimidate Imira, it simply charged right for her.

Hold on a second!

She simply gave Terin a warning, and this stupid beast associated the attack with her? 

Backing to the side a few steps, she maintained eye contact using a root to help steady the weapon. Fully hiding behind a tree might prevent it from charging, but she would still be disadvantaged. Landing a deep blow with this meant at the very least she could turn things into a matter of attrition. 

What else could she do? 

What else was there to do??

The distance between her and the beast halved already, Imira felt grateful to her brain she managed to plan this much. Heart pounding faster than the oncoming hooves, there was a mysterious feeling of anticipation, drowned out by fear, which in turn got washed away by the realization she wasn’t paralyzed. Imira could face this creature, despite the odds.

Under a night sky beneath the forest’s canopy, there was little light, but the beast still cast a large shadow over Imira and her hopes as it lunged forth.

Terrifying. Fast. But… while stable and powerful, six legs gave it a slightly strange gait. Letting go of her trusty spear, she leapt behind her tree.

A slight crack could barely be heard under a warbling shriek. Her spear only dropped a few inches; she naturally accounted for that, but looking at the length of the spear compared to the creature from afar, Imira felt as though she should have simply stood her ground longer and aimed for the throat. Dodging wouldn’t have been out of the question, and— 

Unable to continue thinking, Imira leapt backwards again as the beast twisted around the tree where she stood, trying to strike at her with its hooves again. It let out another strange wail; her spear hung out of its chest, so advancing and retreating both aggravated the wound.

Keeping a hunting dagger raised, Imira looked for an opening. Keeping her distance to reliably tire it out was the safest, but what if that wasn’t enough? If she overestimated the lethality of her wound, or it had one last burst of energy for death, she might not have the energy to react. 

That was what she thought and was taught.

But other than the quickly fading gallops through the trees in the distance, only a labored breathing could be heard in the dark as Imira kept her distance. 

It would occasionally lurch forwards, and after taking a few steps back, she could formulate a path to attack. Not that she could go back in time and act on that plan. Then it would move in a similar way again, she just needed to dart forward along its flank. She could deal a lacerating wound while remaining outside of the creature’s range of motion.

Or she could continue weaving through the sturdy trees.

“Get back!” 

She’d taken too much time. Now Johan called out to her and hoped to get a clear shot at the creature once she backed up and kill-steal.

Well, they were a team. Perhaps Alric would think of this as a success since they worked together? No, Imira hadn’t counted on anyone else helping at all, this was incidental, not teamwork.

What would Alric want her to do? 

Learn from experience.

So she fell back a little further and let Johan shoot. The beast cried out again as an arrow struck its chest. Now it turned its attention to the side where the attack came from. 

This meant she was sharing the credit, but that was teamwork. With it distracted, Imira confidently ran along the side, hamstringing two of its legs with her dagger. Tired, wounded, and drained of blood, the creature collapsed onto its side, futilely kicking.

Imira patiently waited several feet back. It would die momentarily, then she could safely retrieve her spear.

“Lucy!” Johan shouted, clumsily running through the night “Are you alright? Keep back!”

“I’m fine, and aware. I’m waiting to retrieve my spear.” 

“I see— that the Green Ascetic has taught you your composure well… I’ll finish it off.” As a hunter, he retained enough focus for the task at hand, aiming an arrow at the beast’s head from just a few feet away.

“Woah, that's a big one! You stopped it, I bet even Disciples aren’t strong enough to do that!” Despite his little legs, Jeph reached their side before Marken and even Terin. From the way his head panned around, he was well adapted to the dark.

“No, I missed several opportunities. Johan finished it off.” No one present could see in the dark well enough to note her stern expression relax slightly. A crane stands out among chickens— being a bird isn’t impressive, but it was impossible to completely harden her heart against compliments.

“Not at all, you did well. Especially making sure that it didn’t go for Terin. Although impaling it like this must have been quite risky, Terin would have been much worse off. This, alpha thenk, will also provide a good hide. Do you know how to assist in butchering?”

“It’s been demonstrated, but not in practice.”

“Then just observe. Jeph, help Marken cross the stream and bring the torches. We might as well camp here.”

“The scent of blood?”

“There’s nothing aggressive like that here. We have a bloody carcass on our hands, we won’t be able to rid ourselves of the stench anyhow.” Imira immediately felt cold water doused over the thought of having reliable teammates, such complacency. Hopefully she could find a safe spot to rest. 

While helpful in a small sense, Imira certainly didn’t feel any sense of security. Maybe the real lesson was to only trust her weapon.

Imira did her best to wipe the blood off the haft. She lightly poked herself on a splinter that came from near the head of the weapon.

She couldn’t even trust that in the end.

Imira shook her head. She knew that wasn’t the lesson at all. Still, it felt that summed up her experience today.

“Hey Lucy! Help tie this!”

“You’re going to have to learn how to tie knots if you’re going to keep hunting with us.”

“I’ll show him how. You can teach them how to gut.”

“Thank you.”

Imira could only sigh to herself. At least this was better than wasting away in that village.

            
