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        Sins of the Forefathers: A LitRPG Fantasy Isekai

    
    
    
    
                The world of Vereden was broken long ago.

The introduction of the System came at a time of warring Gods and shattered planets, only for it to shatter as well. That which was meant to raise men to divinity, instead cast them ever deeper into conflict through its imperfect nature. And yet, that era of ceaseless war is long past. The people have adapted to Statuses, Levels, and Skills.

Unfortunately, so have the Kingdoms.

Millenia past the Initialization Wars, Nathan Hart finds himself suddenly stranded in an unfamiliar forest, in an unfamiliar country, on an unfamiliar planet. Captured and sold as a slave nearly from the moment of his arrival, Nathan is told he is a ‘Precursor’. Granted odd and unusual powers, Nathan is meant to stride as a titan among men, for a mysterious purpose. However, how can he ever make his mark on this strange new world, with a collar around his neck?

He would have to escape, first.

……………………………………...

Consider this story my own personal twist on what appears to be an Isekai, with light LitRPG elements. I say light, because I don’t want you to expect pinpoint accurate stats for everything that exists in universe. After all, this is a setting where the local System isn’t so much as broken, as never whole.

Sins of the Forefathers updates every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. Update time is between 8:00-9:00 AM CDT.

Cover is AI generated by me, and edited by Wong40K.

            

    
        Chapter 1 - Arrival in Green [Vol. 1 Start]

    
    
    
    
                From one moment to the next, I was somewhere else. There was no in-between frame, no flash of light, or expository dialogue to explain my change in circumstance. I didn’t get a reason for the complete ruination of my life.

No, I got to fall on my ass in the middle of a forest clearing in-between eye blinks.

At the very least, I wasn’t naked at the time, being out and about and wearing regular worn clothes and worn shoes. I couldn’t even imagine how much more confused I would have been if I had been transported in the middle of the night or in the dead of sleep, instead.

I like to consider myself a fairly level-headed person most of the time, but this went beyond the norm. Bearing my new, extraordinary circumstances in mind, however, I’m willing to forgive myself for being stunned enough to not realize I wasn’t alone. To be fair, I don’t think they had noticed me yet either.

Maybe fifteen feet away from where I was sitting, there was a scene out of a historical period piece happening. What appeared to be a train of perhaps thirty wagons with covered roofs had created a circle around a bonfire. Inside that circle, I could see a mass of people in rough-spun clothing going about their day, setting up a camp, and doing chores. On the outskirts of the camp, however, the most visible people would have to be what could only be guards. They didn’t look to be very attentive, as it appeared that the guards of this camp were the restless teenagers given a spear and busy work.

At the same time that I noticed the nearest ‘guard’, he noticed me. With a shout, the nearest one attracted the attention of the others and started towards me. Scrambling to my feet, I tried to make myself look non-threatening to the pissed-off-looking teen by raising my hands and speaking calmly.

“Hey, uh, I don’t really know what’s going on, but I’m not looking for any troub-” I started. Before I could finish my sentence, the teenager had gotten close enough to me that he could ready his spear, point it at me, and start shouting.

The problem was, I didn’t understand a word of what he was saying. Frankly, I couldn’t even identify the language that he was speaking.

That did not have great implications.

The shouting of the guard had not only drawn the attention of the other guards, which were starting to stream over to me, but it appeared to have drawn attention from the camp itself. Appearing at the edge of the camp was an older man in more functional-looking armor than the leather gambesons over simple woolen clothing that the teenagers had. This guy was wearing actual chainmail, a steel helmet, leather vambraces, and carrying a sheathed sword at his waist and a shield over his back.

Making his way over to us, the older man barked a command at the other guards and made a dismissive motion at them. As they started to return to their posts, what I could only conclude was their overseer had reached the guard still pointing a spear at me.

Taking his eyes off me to speak to the older man, the teenager started jabbering away at the older man excitedly. As he started to speak, the overseer turned a suspicious glance my way based on whatever the guard was telling him. However, whatever he was being told was clearly not making him very happy. Before the teenager was even finished speaking, the older man snapped something at him that made him fall quiet.

Taking a closer look at me, the older man suddenly began to frown harder than he had been. For some reason, he just kept awkwardly looking at me, as if something would change if he stared long enough. Several minutes passed in this way before the man turned and spoke to the teenager again, suspiciously keeping one eye on me. Suddenly, the teenager was staring intently at me as well, but whatever they were trying to do was clearly not working. The teenager squinted suspiciously before he turned to the older man and said something to him.

The older man was quiet for a few seconds before glancing at me again. Suddenly, in a startlingly fast movement, the overseer grabbed a wooden truncheon he’d hidden in his belt behind his sword and swung at my head with blinding speed.

I was only able to recognize what was happening as the club neared my temple. Before I could react, from one moment to the next, I was unconscious.

……………………………………...

I couldn’t tell how long I'd been out of it. For all I knew, I had been out for days.

As I slowly started to come to, I was barely cognizant of my surroundings. Frankly, I felt like total shit. I had a massive, pounding headache and a ringing in my ears like I had never experienced in my life. I hadn’t even opened my eyes yet and wasn’t even sure I was able to considering how groggy I was feeling. I barely retained enough presence of mind to wonder if this was what a concussion felt like.

What had actually awoken me, however, was the feeling of a wet rag being gently dabbed on my face.

Slowly cracking one eye open, I tried to look at whoever was touching me. I couldn’t manage it, however, as my eye wasn’t able to focus properly. All I was able to see was a vaguely human shape gently wiping my face with a rag.

And then I passed out again.

……………………………………...

When I woke up for a second time, I felt fine. Which, frankly, startled me awake very easily once I realized that fact.

Jerking my head up from where it had been resting on my chest and opening my eyes, I was actually able to take in my surroundings this time.

It was nighttime when I woke up and I must have been in the back of one of those wagons I had noticed earlier. I was sitting in the back of one of them with my arms tied behind my back to a post built into the wall of the wagon. Furthermore, I had a rag tied around my mouth in order to prevent me from speaking. Glancing around, I guessed this must have been one of the supply wagons considering the number of food products I could see sitting in crates around me.

At the back of the wagon, the opening had been left uncovered to a view of the outside. This didn’t help me very much however, the way the wagon was situated meant that all I had was a view of the forest not very far away. Looking at the forest, I could guess that this caravan had moved from the place I had arrived in, however. From what little I could see; it looked like a much smaller clearing.

It must have been very late when I woke up because I didn’t hear any activity from the camp where I was. I could see a faint amount of firelight from what remained of the bonfire, but other than the faraway crackling of logs and the call of faraway insects, that was all I could hear.

Taking stock of myself, I felt surprisingly fine. Despite being hit in the head extremely hard, by my standards at least, I don’t think I even had a scratch to show for it. The only aches I could complain about were the ache in my arms from being tied, and the ache in my ass from sitting on wood in one place for who knows how long.

Relaxing now that I didn’t seem to be in immediate danger, I let my head fall back against the wagon wall with a thunk.

What the fuck was happening to me, I thought to myself. I had to wonder if anything that was happening to me was even real. Was this all a dream? Did I get hit by a car, and this was a coma? Recollecting the series of events that had brought me to this point, I stifled a hysterical laugh from exploding out of me. First, I get teleported somewhere else completely out of the blue instantaneously. Second, I get threatened with a spear by a skinny teenager. Third, I get knocked the hell out by some medieval LARPer and then tied up in the back of an honest-to-God wagon.

I couldn’t comprehend how this was happening, and I didn’t want to.

I must have spent the next hour staring blankly at the other side of the wagon before something knocked me out of it. Raising my head, I was able to put my finger on what had unsettled me. The insects had stopped, and the forest had gone silent.

Something must have caught my eye in my peripheral vision because I looked out to my right at the forest through the wagon's back.

There was movement in the trees.

Freezing up in immediate terror like a mouse before a cat, I tried to look more closely at what was happening at the tree line. As I watched, several indistinct man-like forms started to slink out of the darkness and into the clearing. It was hard to focus on them, however, as the forms of these creatures were blurred somehow. It reminded me deeply of a movie I had seen as a child about an alien stalking an army platoon.

Whoever or whatever was getting closer to the caravan was extremely cautious, even with their ability to become semi-translucent. Squinting, I was able to make out over a dozen forms slowly crawling along the ground, making their way towards the caravan.

For a moment I considered trying to call out to try and wake the caravan or even alert any potential guards that had missed the coming danger. But, for whatever reason these paranoid idiots had put a gag on me. Beyond that, I didn’t even have much room to thrash about to try and make some noise, being bound to the wall the way I was.

That decision seemed like it would come back to bite them in the ass shortly.

Before long, the forms that were creeping across the clearing had passed beyond the limited sight allowed by the portal of the wagon. I tensed up, dreading what was surely going to happen soon. These people, this caravan was undoubtedly in real danger right now. Nobody that had any kind of pure intentions would be trying to approach a camp so stealthily. I made the decision to try and hunker down closer to the wagon floor and behind the crate of vegetables I had been looking over the top of.

For long minutes, I didn’t hear anything but the stifled sound of my own breathing. Then, a stifled scream, as if it had been cut short somehow.

After that, the camp erupted in a riot of noise, too difficult to parse all at once.

The sound of banging and shouting, as if someone was pounding on a metal object.

The high-pitched scream of a woman, stifled.

The cry of the horses, frightened by the noise.

The cacophony of steel upon steel.

Considering everything that was no doubt happening in the camp, the attack didn’t take overly long. Ten, perhaps fifteen minutes after the ambush had occurred, the furor died down. Outside the wagon, I could hear a harsh, guttural voice in that same language I didn’t understand earlier. There was an intonation to one of these voices, louder than the others that I couldn’t place, as if every word they spoke had an undertone.

It didn’t in any way sound human.

They were yelling and screaming at other people, hitting them as well from the fleshy noises I could hear. I couldn’t really tell what they were doing, but most of the voices seemed to be congregating near the bonfire.

After a few moments, one of the harsh voices yelled loudly, causing most of the moans and crying to quiet down, if not stop. Then, what seemed to be a long explanation from the same voice that had yelled.

This seemed to spark something in the humans, as one masculine voice spoke up, angry and frightened. This caused the harsher voices to erupt in even harsher laughter.

Then, a slicing noise. And two separate thuds.

More screams and cries from the gathered humans, before harsh yelling and screaming caused them to cease.

After that, things moved quickly. I heard struggling as the surviving humans were separated out and moved around the camp. I heard people rummaging about through the items left around the camp. I heard the wagons and horses being readied to move out.

I heard the heavy sound of boots moving to the back of the wagon I was trapped in.

With a growling laugh, the figure at the wagon opening tossed something into the wagon that landed in front of me.

It was a woman. Hogtied.

Our eyes met.

She was younger than me perhaps, but only by a few years. Brown hair, brown eyes, tanned skin, and the build of a woman that worked for a living. She could have been anyone back home, the veritable Jane Everywoman.

Right now, she was covered in mud, blood, and tears.

After a moment, the woman seemed to dismiss me. Turning on her side away from me as best as she could, I could hear her start to sob silently into the gag that they had fitted her with. Much like my own.

As the wagon started to move out, no doubt being directed by one of the raiders, the end oriented itself towards the bonfire I had seen and heard. I risked a quick peek over the top of the crate I was cowering behind.

Fading in the distance, I could see a vision of horror. The raiders had callously tossed over a dozen human bodies on top of the bonfire. Men, women, those teenage guards, and even a few children were visible.

Burning.

Crackling.

An indescribable smell of burning human meat reached me, even at this distance.

Slumping back down to hide behind the crate once more, I helplessly stared at the wall over top of the still sobbing woman.

Captured twice since I’d gotten here, wherever here was.

What the hell was going to happen to me now?

            

    
        Chapter 2 - Sadism Trek

    
    
    
    
                I was jolted awake by a boot to the ribs.

Somehow, I managed to get some fitful sleep in the aftermath of the caravan ambush. It didn’t feel like more than a handful of hours. I was still exhausted.

Looking up from where I had been slumped over, I finally managed to get a good look at the people that had attacked the caravan last night.

Tall, was my first impression. I wasn’t a short man by any measure, but this man (?) towered over me by at least a foot. He was visibly stooping over in the cramped confines of the wagon. Lithely muscled, pale-skinned and completely bald, they were wearing a combination of rough leather armor and simple leather clothing, all a uniform brown. One of the most striking things about them had to be the mask. They had a finely detailed wooden mask covering their face, carved into the shape of a wolf's head. I could still see his eyes though, an intimidating amber, through the appropriately placed holes. However, what caught my attention the most were the ears.

They were long, extending perhaps six inches from their head and pointed, in an upwards manner.

Catching sight of them, I wasn’t as surprised as I perhaps should have been. Obviously, of course, the murderous raiders that killed over a dozen people were some kind of fantasy elf.

Booting me in the ribs again, the elf shocked me out of the stupor I had fallen into staring at him. This time he also barked something at me, obviously a command of some kind. Realizing that the elf had untied and ungagged me at some point, most likely before he woke me up, I raised my hands in a plaintive manner and tried to talk to him.

“Look man, I don’t understand what you’re trying to say to me,” I said slowly, even though I realized he most likely didn’t understand me any more than I did him. Hopefully, the tone at least would tell him I didn’t intend to try and fight him. Right now, at least.

Even though I couldn’t see his face under his mask, I could still tell that the elf was still surprised by what he had heard. He stared at me blankly for a few seconds before a small laugh escaped him. That small laugh quickly escalated though, as before long the elf was veritably howling in laughter, even slapping his right thigh for good measure.

I didn’t understand what was so funny, and I didn’t get a chance to. Darting a hand my way, the elf grabbed my right forearm in an iron grip and yanked me to my feet roughly. Putting me before him, he jerked the arm he was holding behind me and started to march me forward toward the exit of the wagon.

I yelped like a struck dog from this sudden movement. Before I could even try and say something to the elf, we had reached the exit. Suddenly, a boot struck me in my back with force, launching me out of the wagon.

I landed painfully on my front from the sudden booting I had experienced. Laying there dazed, it felt as if the world had gone white for a moment, preventing me from seeing or hearing anything going on around me.

Out of nowhere, a hand grabbed me by the hair and yanked me to my knees. I grunted from the pain, unable to see from the dust that had gotten into my face from the throw. I could hear an excited chattering coming from what must be the elf that had manhandled me, though. He called out, and I could hear some answers from what must be the other raiders.

Rubbing the dust from my eyes, I could finally see what had been going on outside the wagons. Once again, the wagons had created a circle once the raiders had stopped for the night. However, what was happening inside that circle was far different from the near idyllic period piece scene from yesterday.

The elven raiders had brought out all their captives from yesterday and forced them to their knees to sit in a group. For some reason, just like me, everyone had been unbound and ungagged. I could see the woman from last night in that group. Guarding them were four other raiders, nearly identical to the elf that had roughed me up. All of them were bald, all of them had wolf masks on, all of them had amber-colored eyes, and all of them were male. The only difference that could be distinguished between them were the types of leather armor and clothing they wore or didn’t wear, and the different weapons they were holding.

With the limited amount of vision that I had from the elf holding my head tight by my hair, I could see other elves ransacking the other wagons. They were tossing things out of the wagon that they didn’t want or need or could sell I suppose, and keeping what they wanted.

At the words of the elf holding me, I could see some of the elves going through the wagons look our way. Stopping what they were doing, three of them wandered over in our direction, curious about whatever my captor was saying to them.

When they had reached us, the elf holding me seemed to start explaining something to the others, ending in another laugh. Whatever he was saying to them must have made them as shocked as he had been earlier, because the elven raiders looked at each other in a dumbfounded manner before erupting into laughter. The elf holding me by my hair shook me like a dog, as if to punctuate the joke.

Wrenching me back to my feet by my hair, I was shoved into the group of other survivors and down to my knees. Looking around at the others, I could see that they were mostly women, with only a few other men. I suppose that most of the men had been killed in the fighting.

A shout directed my attention to the front of the group. Another elf, different from the others was standing in front of our group, holding a spear planted firmly in the dirt. Looking closely, I could see that this elf had slightly higher quality gear than the others, with a distinct red marking on his mask’s left cheek. A single claw mark.

Now that he had the group's attention, the presumed leader began speaking to the group in the disturbing voice that I had noticed last night. He explained something to them in a matter-of-fact manner in short sentences. He clearly didn’t care what the group thought of what he was saying, because whatever he was saying caused some of the women to start crying. He just talked over them until he was finished.

Something he had said must have frightened one of the surviving men past the point of reason, as with a shout he surged up and ran out of the circle of survivors. Not looking back once, he made a break for it towards one of the gaps between wagons. Surprisingly, the guards were fairly nonchalant about this and didn’t make any effort to chase him.

The elven leader laughed and took a stance. Hauling the massive spear he had been holding above his shoulder, the elf looked more like an Olympic javelin thrower than a bandit. The spear took on a slight red glow somehow, and with a shout the leader threw the spear with a crack of air, faster than I could see. 

Straight through the fleeing man.

With the momentum of both the spear and the man running, the spear ended up pinning the man through the chest to the ground. The man gave a short, weak scream before trying to scrabble at the instrument of his death lodged in him.

Then he stopped.

This caused more than a little bit of crying and wailing from the group of survivors, particularly from one older woman that bore a resemblance to the now-dead man.

I understood now why the group had been untied. It was so that he could frighten us so badly that he could make an example out of someone for the cost of disobedience. And looking at the cruel delight I could see in his amber eyes, I could take a guess as to why he had ungagged everyone.

He liked the screams.

The leader stood by patiently as the sobs of the group began to quiet down, and then motioned to a group of elves that had been standing off to the side. As one, they began to move in towards the group while at the same time the guards pressed in tighter, as if to remind everyone of the consequences of disobedience.

The extra elves and the guards began to separate out the group and rebind and gag the group of survivors. I was singled out by who I could tell was the same elf that had laughed at me earlier. He bound and gagged me before mockingly patting me on the cheek and laughing once more.

After that, all of the survivors including myself were hauled up over the shoulders of individual elves, one on each shoulder as if we weighed no more than a five-pound sack of potatoes. Instead of taking us back to individual wagons like we had been in, the elves took us to one of the wagons that they had cleaned out. Tossing us in, they didn’t even tie us to posts on the walls like I had been earlier.

Nobody really struggled anymore, we had all been disabused of the notion of resistance.

I struggled my way into sitting up against the wall of the wagon before trying to take a better look around the wagon at the survivors. Now that I could concentrate on it, I could tell that there were ten women and four men, not including me. Fifteen people, cramped together like rats in one small wagon.

The others were able to really take note of my presence now as well, and they clearly didn’t care that much for me. They congregated into groups away from me as best they could, eyeing me suspiciously. I was an outsider after all. Not too long ago I had been a prisoner of their own, some stranger one of their guards had pulled in from nowhere. The only person that didn’t seem to care all that much about my presence was the woman that had shared a wagon with me last night. Instead, she just stared off into space mindlessly, unable to care for the world around her and out of tears.

The elven raiders snapped the small wooden gate at the back of the wagon closed, leaving us to an uncertain fate.

……………………………………...

After a while, the caravan started moving again. I could hear the raiders out there, directing the horses.

As the caravan got underway, I started to wonder what these murderous assholes wanted with us. Objectively, I could understand why someone would raid a caravan, even if I found it reprehensible. Some people didn’t care about what happened to others, they just wanted their stuff. But why had they taken prisoners? Were they intending to ransom us off to some presumed human authority? Eyeing the number of female captives with me, I tried not to think of why the raiders could want them.

I supposed eventually I would find out why they’d taken us.

The day passed slowly for us survivors. The only thing of note was that one of the men was unable to help himself anymore and shit his pants. I tried not to hold it against him, even if it caused the wagon to stink. 

There was nothing for us to do, no conversation to be had with these gags in. All they could do was huddle together in search of a minuscule amount of comfort. All I could do was stare off into space and think about what was going to happen to me next.

Eventually, night came, and the caravan didn’t stop this time. The raiders drove through the night.

……………………………………...

The next morning, I woke to shouting.

One of the surviving men was being dragged out of the wagon by one of the raiders by his still-bound feet. The man was trying to struggle away from the elf, but he was clearly no match for the strength of the elf. As he passed me, I could see that it was the man that had soiled himself.

There was another elf at the entrance of the wagon that was doing the shouting. As the elf and the struggling human got closer to him, both elves grabbed the human man and bodily tossed him outside the wagon.

The elves followed him and from outside came the sound of what was unmistakably a beating. I could hear the sound of fists on flesh, a mix of shouting and laughter from the raiders, and the muffled screams and cries of the man.

Nobody inside the wagon made a sound.

Once the beating was over, the elf that had been shouting earlier appeared at the entrance once more. This time he was clearly addressing the whole group when he began to shout again. I suppose he was telling us to hold it or pay the price.

After that, we were picked up and taken outside once more. This time, the caravan had stopped next to a stream. I suppose this was why they hadn’t stopped last night, they wanted to reach a source of water. One by one we were carried out of the wagon and down to the stream. Once there, they unbound and ungagged us again.

One of the captors barked a command at the group before gesturing to the stream. First, the survivors took great gulps of water, and then they began to do their business.

I followed their lead, making sure I was upstream of everyone else.

When we were done, each of the survivors was given a small loaf of bread and given instructions once more. We ate as quickly as we could, so as not to annoy our captors.

After that, we were bound and gagged once more and tossed back in the wagon. Once there, we were finally able to lay eyes on the man from earlier. He’d been stripped naked and then beaten black, blue, and bloody before being tied up again. Frankly, he’d been beaten so bad I wasn’t sure he was going to survive. They must have broken some ribs, because it was obvious he was having difficulty breathing.

There was nothing any of us could do for him.

The caravan started moving again.

……………………………………...

The man didn’t survive the night.

……………………………………...

This pattern would repeat itself for the next week or so. Honestly, it was hard to keep track of time with the inconsistent way that the raiders drove the caravan.

It was also hard to keep track of time because of how weak everyone was getting. We were being given so little food and water that it was difficult to keep our strength up. Increasingly, I found myself spending more time asleep than I was awake.

But no matter how weak we got, none of us forgot the lesson learned from the now-dead man.

……………………………………...

Eventually, the raiders must have reached where they were intending to go. I was too out of it from weakness to notice initially, but the caravan had been stopped for much longer than usual.

But I noticed when the raiders appeared at the back of the wagon for the final time.

They marched into the wagon and started to grab us one by one before taking us out of the wagon. Even if we had the inclination to struggle against them, we were too weak to do so at this point.

They took us outside before unceremoniously tossing us to the ground in what seemed to be a prepared spot.

Struggling to my knees, I finally got a look at the destination that the raiders had been driving us towards.

It was a farm.

            

    
        Chapter 3 - Haggling Before the Gates

    
    
    
    
                Actually, farm didn’t do it justice. It was more of a plantation.

Stretching out in vast fields in front of me were crops, as far as my eye could see. From a cursory look, it didn’t appear to be a mono-crop being grown. Ordered in neat plots, I couldn’t quite tell what was being grown from my position. From a distance, I could see a great many different people working in those fields. However, those same people gave me a sinking feeling in my chest, even exhausted as I was.

They were obviously slaves.

All of them were wearing threadbare clothing, with what appeared to be dull black metal collars clamped around their neck. None of them appeared to be in amazing shape, with sunken cheeks and emaciated forms. Toiling away in the fields before me, they were to a fault, as silent as they could be.

Each plot had what could only be an overseer or perhaps a guard, to keep an eye on the ‘property’. These were slaves as well if not slaves in better shape. The overseers were dressed in slightly better clothing and were obviously better fed. These guards also carried a truncheon at their belt, while trotting around upon the back of a horse in order to keep a better eye out. They still had the collars on, though.

They were, all of them, human. Even the overseers.

Several of those overseers were sitting on horseback in a group not too far away from us, eyeing the raiders uneasily. They didn’t seem to care overmuch for those of us that had been dumped in the dirt.

Tearing my eyes away from the overseers before me, I noticed the dirt road snaking its way in between two different types of crop fields. In the distance, I could see a cloud of dirt making its way in our direction rapidly. As the cloud got closer to us, I was able to make out the vague shape of what was coming our way. It looked to be a horse-drawn carriage.

After perhaps five minutes of waiting, I was finally able to get a better look at the carriage as it stopped not far from us. It was, in a word, gaudy. Painted a dark green color, it was covered in gold ornamentation. Even the horses seemed more expensive than the simple workhorses that the caravan and the guards were using. No, these were pure white despite all the dust they had kicked up, with an almost disdainful bearing to them. What caught my attention the most, however, were the two people sitting on the carriage’s driver’s bench.

I think they were dwarves.

One was obviously a servant of some kind, based upon his almost comically stereotypical butler uniform. With short-cropped brown hair and clean-shaven cheeks, he didn’t at all match my mental image of a fantasy dwarf. The second one must have been a guard of some kind, based on his gear. He was wearing, of all things, a full suit of shining silver and gold ornamented plate armor. His breastplate was covered by a green and gold cloth tabard cinched at his waist, with an image of a bull mid-rear painted across it. He had a gaudy-looking longsword belted at his hip, with golden bull horns functioning as a cross guard, and a kite shield slung across his back. I couldn’t make out any features under his helm.

Both dwarves hopped down from the seat of the carriage. The servant hurried to the door of the carriage, while the presumed guard leisurely hopped down and ambled over to stand next to it. The armored dwarf stood to the side of the door, with a visibly bored posture, while the servant went to open the door. With a bang, the door opened before he could, sending the servant dwarf flinching back.

Striding down the steps of the carriage was a dwarf that was equally as gaudy as the carriage he had rode in on. Pale-skinned, he wore rich forest green silk robes with a shining golden cape secured to his shoulders with a golden chain. He had much longer hair than the servant dwarf, pitch black in color falling to well below his shoulders. He also had a voluminous beard, reaching mid-chest length that had several braids in it, capped with golden rings. In fact, gold seemed to be a theme with him. He had golden rings on each of his fingers, several golden chains around his neck, multiple golden earrings, and he even had golden ornamentation on his belt. Even his shiny black leather boots had golden clasps on them.

Catching a glimpse of his eyes, I could see that they were a bright gold as well, with a slight glow to them. Striding in our direction, he had a walking stick painted as green as the carriage, equally as decorated.

Stopping perhaps twenty feet away from us, the lead dwarf made a show of looking at the lineup of caravan survivors arrayed in the dirt. As he looked over us, I caught his eye briefly. Despite their warm color, they were anything but friendly. He looked at me like I was a bug he had crushed underfoot, with a slight curl of disgust to his lip.

Finished with his inspection, the leader of the dwarves spoke into the crowd of raiders that had arrayed themselves behind us. Hearing boot steps behind me, I saw the leader of the raiders that I hadn’t seen in days step out.

He said something back to the dwarven leader before they seemed to enter into some kind of back-and-forth exchange. Whatever it was that the elven leader was saying didn’t seem to make the dwarven one very happy, as he raised his voice briefly, making the armored dwarf lay a hand on his sword. This didn’t seem to sit well with the raiders, as I heard some shuffling and mumbling behind me, which only stopped when the leader raised his hand without looking backward.

He said something again to the dwarven leader, which seemed to calm him down. Not taking his narrowed eyes off the leader of the raiders, the richly dressed dwarf held a hand out to the servant dwarf to his right behind him. The servant stepped up briefly, took a small bag off his belt before handing it to his master, and stepped backward with a bow. Looking down finally, the dwarven leader opened the bag and spilled its contents in his hand revealing a pile of gold coins. Taking some away, he deposited exactly fourteen gold coins back into the bag.

Exactly the number of survivors arrayed before him.

As the lead dwarf tossed the bag of coins to the elven raid leader, I closed my eyes briefly in despair. I suppose I knew now why we had been spared in the ambush upon the caravan.

We were meant to be sold as slaves.

Opening my eyes again, I risked a quick glance at the other survivors to my left. The numb look on their faces told me that they already knew that this had been the fate that awaited them.

……………………………………...

After that, the elven raiders left, taking the caravans that they had stolen along with them without a backward glance at the people they had sold into slavery.

As they left, the servant dwarf hurried around to the back of the carriage before unlocking something. From behind it, I heard the servant bark a command at the slave overseers that had been standing off to the side during the entire exchange. They hurried to obey, moving over to where he was. I could hear the clank of chains as something was unloaded.

From behind the carriage, the overseers carried out lengths of chains with manacles and collars attached to them. As they got closer to us, a few of the other overseers unsheathed their truncheons before moving in to hover over us with fearsome scowls on their faces as if to intimidate us. They needn’t have bothered, as we were all too weak from hunger and dehydration to even consider resisting them.

One by one, the overseers began to truss us up in shackles and chains. When it came to be my turn, all I could do was limply let them do what they wanted. Even if I hadn’t been weak from neglect, I had never been very physically inclined in my life, before I’d been dropped in this hellhole. I was placed at the very back of the line.

Yanking us to our feet, we were just in time to see the richly dressed dwarf from earlier climbing back into the wagon and slam the door behind him. Hurrying back to the carriage from where he had been directing the overseers, the servant dwarf climbed into the driver’s seat, while the armored one sat next to him. Shouting a command back down to the overseers, the servant dwarf gestured back down the dirt road in the direction that he had come from. The overseers bowed to him before performing some kind of salute, thumping their right closed fist over their hearts.

The servant dwarf reared the horses and the carriage around, before setting off at a breakneck speed down the dirt road back the way they had arrived. Watching them fade into the distance with unfocused eyes, I was nonetheless startled when the chain attached to my neck was yanked on. Jerking my head to my right, I saw the dirty face of one of the overseers shouting at me. He pushed me forward with the truncheon as the procession of chained slaves started to move.

……………………………………...

The overseers marched us for miles in the heat, weighed down with chains, collars, and manacles. No matter how much they shouted, they seemed to catch on that we were too weak to move any faster.

As we proceeded down the dirt road, I could see that we were surrounded by crops. I didn’t personally know much about farming, but there seemed to be a larger variety of goods being grown here than I would expect. I only recognized some of them, but wheat, corn, and cotton were among the crops I was able to discern. Something about the huge variety of crops that I could see didn’t seem right to me, but I was too exhausted to think about it.

After perhaps an hour of continuous shuffling at our slow pace, buildings began to come into sight in the distance. These were ramshackle things, that looked like they were made from driftwood than any kind of sound material. From those ramshackle buildings, I could see dirty faces peering out at us. Primarily women both young and the elderly, I could see some elderly men as well. All of them wore threadbare rags. All of them also wore those same black collars the overseers were wearing. The overseers yelled something at them, and the other slaves disappeared.

I suppose these were the slave bunks.

As we moved further up the road, I began to see what appeared to be a wall in the distance. Made of carved wooden logs with points at the top, the wall had a gate in front of us that had two guards manning either side of it. These guards were also in full plate with the same tabard as the armored dwarf from earlier, but far less decorated and without a helmet. These dwarves were also carrying spears instead of a sword and shield. Strangely, they were clean-shaven to a fault as well.

When our procession reached the gate, one of the overseers stepped up. With lowered eyes and a deferential bearing, they tried to speak to the guard. The guard cut him off with a wave of his hand before moving off to the side and opening a smaller door rather than opening the gates. Gesturing at us in an impatient manner, the dwarf began to wave us in.

I couldn’t muster up the energy to be surprised when the other side of the wall contained a full-blown dwarven settlement.

            

    
        Chapter 4 - A Panicked Squint

    
    
    
    
                As we were marched in, I took in my surroundings as best as I was able.

Honestly, the way the small town was set up reminded me of an old west reenactment. Off to the side, I could see that the main road extended away from the closed main gate we were denied entry. In the distance, I could see that the main road extended to what appeared to be a palatial estate that was barely visible from where we were. Wooden buildings that were either single or two-story with signs spelling out unintelligible words lined either side of the main road. I suppose they were stores of some kind.

Going about their day in the midst of all of this were more dwarves than I had seen before this point. Mostly male, I could see a few females bustling about. None of these dwarves were filthy rich looking like the dwarf that had bought us earlier, to my eye. These looked like tradesmen or crafters based on their simpler clothing. None of them gave our procession of manacled slaves more than a disinterested side glance.

I noticed once again that none of them had beards like the rich dwarf from earlier.

As we moved through the town, I was able to get glimpses of what lay beyond the main thoroughfare in the gaps between buildings. Residential buildings, it looked like. Beyond the bustle of the main road, I could see houses laid out between green fields of grass. I could even see an extension of the wall in the distance. It looked like this entire settlement including the residential district was encircled by the wall I had seen earlier.

The overseers moved us farther into the town, towards the end of the row. There, they directed us to the back of a large building that had a line of dwarves leading out of the doors. I guess this was some kind of administration building.

Around the back, one of the overseers knocked on a door set into the building. A few moments later, a harried-looking dwarf in some kind of uniform opened it. Before the overseer could even say a word to him, the clean-shaven dwarf audibly groaned. Ducking his head back in, the dwarf shouted something inside the building. Emerging again, the dwarven clerk waved us in impatiently.

We were brought to a back room where two other dwarves in uniform were preparing. The first dwarf was sitting behind a small desk, going over a large ledger book.

The second dwarf was warming up a branding iron in a cast iron oven.

We were directed to stand against the far wall from the dwarf at the desk, where we were unchained from each other and chained to the wall instead. After perhaps five minutes of tense waiting on behalf of us survivors, the dwarf at the oven said something to the dwarf at the desk. Looking up, the desk dwarf pointed to the first person in line and waved them closer to him. It was the woman who had been thrown into the wagon with me that first night after the attack. Unchaining her from the wall, one of the overseer's force marched her to stand in front of the desk. The woman was trembling in fear.

The dwarf at the desk didn’t even say a word to her, he just looked at her strangely for a few moments. After that, he looked down back at his ledger and wrote some things down. When he was done, he waved her away to his left. Where the dwarf with the branding iron waited.

With a stifling hand on her shoulder, the overseer marched her over to the dwarf that was stirring the iron around in the red-hot coals. The overseer shoved her to the ground, before turning her on her face. The woman was audibly sobbing now.

The overseer grabbed her by her arms, while the dwarf that waved us in earlier grabbed her by her legs. The oven dwarf took the iron out of the fire. Walking over to the terrified woman disinterestedly, he sat on the small of her back. Yanking down her dress to expose her left shoulder, the man brought down the branding iron.

I looked away, but I couldn’t block out the sound of her piercing scream or the sizzle of her flesh as she was branded.

I looked back up just in time to see the branding dwarf stand up from where he had been sitting on the poor woman’s back. The overseer and door dwarf let go of her arms and legs as well. Setting the iron back in the oven to warm up again, the branding dwarf grabbed a small piece of cloth out of a metal bin that I hadn’t noticed earlier. Striding back over to the woman he had just branded, he slapped the apparent bandage on her blackened branding mark callously, drawing a fresh wail of pain from her. Yanking her back to her feet, one of the overseers took her back outside for some reason.

I looked back up at the dwarf at the desk and felt dread begin to pool in my stomach. I was barely able to stop myself from shaking at the realization the same thing was going to happen to me.

Over the next hour, the pattern would repeat itself for the other twelve remaining survivors. First, they would be brought to the desk dwarf to get eyeballed, and then they would be branded. The first male survivor they brought to be branded somehow found the strength to struggle, but a swift punch to the back of his head stopped that. He, like everyone else, was branded anyway.

Finally, it was just me left. Everyone else had been branded and marched out of the building by an overseer. Looking up at me from his ledger, the desk dwarf motioned in my direction. Grabbing my chain, an overseer shoved me forward till I stood in front of the desk, shaking in fear.

The dwarf looked at me strangely like he had everyone else.

And then something happened that hadn’t every other time someone had stood before his desk.

He frowned.

He sat back in his chair for a second, before leaning forwards and looking at me strangely again. By this time, the other dwarves in the room had noticed something strange and were looking at the desk dwarf confusedly. Abruptly, the desk dwarf stood up from his desk before hurrying over to stand in front of me. Reaching up, he grabbed the length of chain that was attached to my collar before yanking me down to his eye level. This time, he looked straight into my eyes with an intense look.

Whatever he was looking for he didn’t find because he stepped back before turning around, shouted a single word, and kicked his desk. The other dwarves hurried over in his direction before the desk dwarf pulled them into a huddle and they started whispering to each other. Whatever they were saying to each other caused one of them to pop his head out of the huddle and shoot me an astonished look before he was pulled back down.

Chancing a look up at the overseer holding my shoulder, we exchanged confused looks.

I guess this fucker didn’t understand what was going on either.

After a few minutes of frantic whispering, the dwarves exited their huddle looking anxious. The desk dwarf hurried over to me before leading me back to the wall. There, he fumblingly reattached my collar chain. Turning around, he started saying something menacingly to the single overseer left in the room. Whatever he said to him caused the overseer to bow frantically and start babbling. Raising his voice, the desk dwarf cut him off and pointed to the door. The overseer hurried out of the building without a backward glance.

The desk dwarf turned back to me with a frustrated look and stabbed downwards to the ground. I just stared at him uncomprehendingly. With a growl, the dwarf grabbed a handful of my shirt before yanking me to the ground and pointing downwards again. I guess he wanted me to sit.

Looking up, I was able to see the dwarves hurrying out of the room through a door that led further inwards. I guess they didn’t give a shit that the iron was still in the oven. Gazing around the room confusedly for a moment, I tried to get my bearings.

What the fuck had just happened?

……………………………………...

I waited in that back room for hours, surrounded by the fading smell of charred meat. The only way I had to keep track of time in that room was from a small slit window situated near the top of the outside wall. From what I could tell, it was twilight by now.

Despite how exhausted I was from hunger and dehydration; I wasn’t able to take a nap during the wait like I wanted. I had a feeling that the dwarven clerks from earlier weren’t done with me.

I was proven right when the door they had left through earlier creaked open slowly as if nobody wanted it to make any noise. Two of the dwarves from earlier slunk into the room surreptitiously and closed the door behind them gently. With no source of light in the room, I couldn’t tell who they were from this far away.

As they got closer, I could make out that it was the desk dwarf and the door dwarf from earlier, with the door dwarf carrying a bag over his shoulder. The desk dwarf came closer to me, while the door dwarf walked over to the outside door to gently unlock it. When the desk dwarf reached me, he looked down at me, scowled, and made two extremely understandable gestures.

He put a finger to his lips in a shushing motion and then slashed that same finger across his throat.

Alright then, message received.

I nodded and kept my mouth shut.

Slowly, in order not to make too much noise, the desk dwarf undid my collar chain from the wall. Once done, he tugged me to my feet and led me to the back door. The two dwarves conversed briefly in whispers before leading me out the back.

As we left the building, I was surprised that they seemed to abandon all attempts at stealth they had been exhibiting earlier. They made no attempt to conceal what they were doing as we started to move up the road. If I remembered the orientation of the town from earlier, it seemed as if we were heading in the direction of the estate near the end of the road. Despite not attempting any kind of stealth, I could tell that the two dwarves were still somewhat tense. They only got tenser as when we neared the end of the back road, a dwarf in plate mail came around the corner carrying a torch.

The guards-dwarf called out a friendly-sounding greeting to the two dwarves before saying something in a questioning manner. When our group reached him, the desk dwarf started speaking to the guard in a friendly manner as well. As they conversed, I saw the desk dwarf gesture to me. With a glance, the guard made a sound of understanding before looking away from me. When we were about to leave, the desk dwarf smiled and held out a hand in order for the guard to shake it. From the angle that I was at, I could see the glint of a gold coin in his palm. The guard smiled as well and shook the desk dwarf’s hand.

As we got underway and the guard went down the way we came from, the door dwarf let out a sigh of relief and slumped over slightly. The desk dwarf snarled something at the door dwarf under his breath, causing him to stand back up straight.

The two dwarves started to lead us around to the left side of the wrought iron fence that surrounded the palatial estate at the end of town. There, I saw that there was a smaller path that led up and along the fence with dense tree cover along the other side. Our group traveled up and along that small path for perhaps fifteen minutes in tense silence before the dwarves stopped again. Looking around to see why we had stopped, I was jolted out of my inspection by the desk dwarf jerking my chain again. Glaring at me, the desk dwarf led me towards the tree cover and a small foot path in the trees I had missed in the dark. We proceeded down it.

After another five minutes of walking down the path, surrounded by forest on both sides, we emerged into a clearing.

There was a house in the clearing.

It wasn’t enormous like the estate that we had passed, but it wasn’t tiny either. Two stories and made out of what seemed to be red brick, it was almost quaint in comparison. Off to the side, there was a smaller structure that nonetheless had a chimney on it. There was smoke coming from that chimney, and hammering noises coming from the building.

The two dwarves started to make their way over to the smaller building, tugging me along with them.

For some reason, the dwarves stopped some twenty feet away from the open entrance to the building. It was too dark out for me to see far into the building. I couldn’t make out what was making the hammering noise. For the first time, I heard the desk dwarf sound nervous as he called out a greeting into the structure.

The hammering stopped.

I heard the clomp of boots as someone started to make their way out of the building, making the two dwarves tense up.

Emerging from the building was perhaps the biggest dwarf I had seen so far. While most dwarves only came up to about stomach high on my five-foot-eleven inches frame, this one came up to shoulder height for me. He was bare-chested except for a heavy brown leather apron pockmarked with burns, and a pair of leather pants, boots, and gloves. Heavily muscled, broad-shouldered, and soot-stained, he had long, bright red hair and a long, bushy beard. I noticed that he was the only dwarf other than the one that had ‘bought’ me that had a beard.

He was also scowling.

When he came out, the two dwarves that had led me here bowed to him at the waist and started to speak to him once they had risen again. Even though they were speaking in a deferential manner to him, whatever it was they were saying clearly didn’t make him any happier. Noticing me for the first time, he scowled harder.

Glancing back to the two dwarves, he finally spoke to the two dwarves in a rough, deep voice. Whatever he said to them caused the door dwarf to panic, as he literally fell to his knees and started to beg the large dwarf. The desk dwarf didn’t stop him and started to speak to the large dwarf again in a pleading manner. Whatever it was that the desk dwarf said to him caused the large dwarf to visibly recoil in surprise. This time when the large dwarf looked at me, it was with clear pity.

Sighing, the large dwarf covered his eyes with one large hand. Dragging his hand down his face and smearing more soot on it, he said something to the two dwarves in an acquiescing manner. Visibly brightening, the two dwarves bowed to him again and began to babble. Cutting them off with a gesture of his hand and a gruff word, the large dwarf waved at us to follow him.

The large dwarf led us to the door of what must be his house before stopping. Turning around, he said something to the two dwarves. They clearly didn’t care much for whatever he said, as they began to protest. Raising his voice, the large dwarf said something to make them go quiet. The large dwarf opened the door before glancing at me and gesturing me closer. Hesitantly stepping forward, I was surprised when the desk dwarf defeatedly let go of the chain attached to my collar. For a wild, stupid moment I considered trying to make a break for it before the reality of my condition reminded me of what a shit idea that was.

Slumping forward, I stepped through the door that the large dwarf had opened.

            

    
        Chapter 5 - Awakening

    
    
    
    
                I emerged into the entryway of the house, too tired to even be apprehensive at this point. The march from earlier combined with my generally poor state had led to a case of complete exhaustion that I had never experienced in my life.

From where I was standing, I could only make out a few things in the entryway. There was a staircase leading up to the second floor on the right side of a hallway that led to the back end of the house. On either side of the entryway, I could make out two closed doors that led to other rooms. It was too dark in the house right now to make out anything else.

The large dwarf shut the door behind us and locked the door, barring the two dwarves that had taken me here from coming in. I didn’t turn my head, but I could feel his intimidating presence behind me. I was barely aware of my surroundings enough to put one foot in front of the other at this point, and I think that the large dwarf realized this. Coming up to stand at my side, the large dwarf said something to me in a much kinder tone before putting his hand on my shoulder and starting to lead me into the house.

We didn’t go very far, as he only led me to a door situated underneath the staircase. Looking back at me with a small frown, the large dwarf opened the door.

I shaded my eyes with my chained hands as well as I could from the light that spilled out.

Despite being in an awkwardly situated location, the room inside was fairly large. It looked lived in, with large bookcases and dressers along the wall. I could also see a large workbench situated along the far wall covered in papers, materials I couldn’t place, and tools I didn’t understand the purpose of.

There was also a human man inside. Wheelchair-bound.

If I had the energy, I would have been more shocked at the incongruity of seeing what appeared to be a high-backed wicker wheelchair in a fantasy setting. As it is, I was just numb.

As he turned his wheelchair to face the door, I could make out the man inside. He was elderly, looking to be at least in his seventies with a completely bald head. From the collar around his neck, I could guess that this man might be a slave as well. But there were two things about this man that really stood out. The first thing was the reason that he was in a wheelchair.

He had no legs. I had some experience with amputees, and with a glance, I could tell that both of his were above the knee. He had tied off his loose pants high up enough to tell.

The other was his eyes. While his irises were pure black, he nonetheless had a distinctly colored pupil. A pure, shining silver. The oddly reversed combination seemed almost inhuman.

As I took him in, he did the same to me. Unlike the large dwarf that had strode into the room before me, he didn’t look at me with pity. It was sympathy, instead.

Looking away from me, the man in the wheelchair addressed the dwarf in an inquisitive tone. The large dwarf looked awkward for the first time I had seen, rubbing a hand behind his head as he began to explain something to the man in the wheelchair. As he spoke the large bushy eyebrows of the elderly man shot up in surprise.

Taking a quick glance at me again, the elderly man asked a question of the large dwarf. Nodding his head, the dwarf spoke to the man again.

Turning back to face me properly, the elderly man smiled at me before gesturing at me to come inside. As he did this, I realized that I had just been standing just outside of the doorway, staring exhaustedly at their conversation. Too tired to even consider doing otherwise, I stepped into the room.

As I did so, the dwarf dragged a chair from the corner of the room and placed it directly in front of the wheelchair-bound man. Guessing what they wanted, I sat down in the chair. Slumping into it, I closed my eyes for a second. I was surprised when I felt large, rough hands grab my own.

Jerking my eyes back open, I could see that the large dwarf had laid a hand on one of my manacles. With an intense look on his face, the dwarf spoke a single word. Both the manacles on my wrists and the ones on my ankles fell off onto the floor with a thunk.

My collar didn’t though.

Stepping back, the large dwarf moved behind the wheelchair-bound man and leaned against the workbench on the far wall. I was frozen in surprise for a moment before the voice of the elderly man ripped me out of it. He must have understood that I didn’t understand him, so he was speaking to me in a calm soothing manner. Reaching for me, the man took my hands into his own, longer-fingered ones. Even if they weren’t as rough as the dwarf's, I was surprised by the strength I felt in them.

Finished with whatever he had been saying, the elderly man closed his eyes and began to visibly concentrate. As he did so, I could feel a small wind start to kick up in the room. Taking my eyes off the man for a second, I tried to find the source of it and couldn’t. The window in this room was closed.

Looking back at the man, I was astonished that he had started to glow in the brief second I had glanced away. A growing aura of shining silver energy had started to radiate out of the man, growing larger every moment. As the glow around the man grew larger, the wind inside the room began to pick up as well, until there was a vortex of loose papers from the workbench flying all around us.

Starting to panic, I tried to yank my hands away from the elderly man, to no avail. No matter how hard I tried, it was like he had the strength of a steel vice grip. In my panic I stood up and knocked the chair that I had been sitting in backward, hoping that the increased force from standing could help.

Throughout all of this, the dwarf just leaned against the workbench and observed calmly.

Furrowing his brow, the elderly man concentrated harder, making the silver glow surrounding him intensify until it was painful to stare at him. After a few more seconds, he must have been satisfied, because he smiled slightly before opening his eyes.

As the man looked directly at me and caught my eyes, I screamed in pain. It was incredibly painful to meet his eyes, as they were shining even brighter than his aura. All I could think is that this must be why they tell people not to look directly at an eclipse, as this is what it must feel like. My eyes felt like they were on fire, but for some reason, I couldn’t look away.

Staring into my eyes, the man sat up as much as he was able to and adopted a stern look on his face. Slowly, the man began to recite something that I couldn’t understand in a solemn manner. As he did so, the silver glow began to move from the man to me. Creeping along his hands, it slid up my own.

With a surge of energy that I didn’t know I was capable of in my exhausted state, I began to yank on our conjoined hands even harder, screaming incoherently all the while. But no matter what I did, I didn’t even budge him.

As the silver energy began to completely cover me, the man began to speak louder. By the time that the energy had completely covered my body, he was practically shouting.

With a single shouted word, the man finished whatever he was doing, and when he did so I could feel the energy surrounding me surge inwards, penetrating my skin.

It felt like a bomb had gone off inside my head.

Stumbling back, I didn’t even realize that the older man had let go of my hands. I was too busy screaming in pain. Clutching my head, I fell to my knees.

Something was happening to me, but I couldn’t tell what. It felt like something was reaching down into the very depths of me, somewhere I couldn’t explain, and electrifying it. At a point, it became too much for me to withstand.

I passed out.

……………………………………...

Sometime later, I jolted awake upright with a coarse scream.

Despite just waking up, my blood was pounding in my ears like a drum. I couldn’t even see properly for a few minutes. Slowly, my blood stopped rushing through my ears and I started to calm down. As it did, I hunched over and put my head into my hands.

“Good afternoon, young man."

Jerking my head back up, I turned my head in the direction of the voice.

Sitting off to the right of the bed I had been laying in, was the old man in a wheelchair from last night. From the look of it, he had been there for some time. He had a blanket over his lap that he had laid a book on.

At the sight of the man, memories of last night rushed through my head. I remembered the silver light burning my retinas and inflicting an ache that I could still feel even now.

I stiffened, eyeing him warily and saying nothing.

The man must have noticed my reaction to him because he softened his expression before raising a hand.

“I assure you; I mean you no harm,” The man softly began. “I regret the intensity of your Awakening, but such a reaction is common in cases of your age.”

“W-what?” I stuttered, speaking for the first time in days. “What are you talking about? What the hell are you talking about?”

Wait.

I could understand him? He could understand me?

What the fuck did this guy do to me?

So, I asked him.

“Who the hell are you, and what did you do to me?!” I shouted at him, trying to climb out of the bed. I tried to at least, because when I tried to move to any degree I nearly passed out.

Despite getting some rest, I still hadn’t eaten or drank anything in days.

I began to topple forward, face forward off of the bed. Before I could, I felt the man catch me.

“Calm, young man.” The man said soothingly as he began to help me sit up. “I will be glad to explain your situation, but I do not believe you have the strength to stand just yet.”

After he had helped me to the edge of the bed, the elderly man gestured to his left. Looking over, I could see that there was a bedside table to my right. On it was a plate with a glass cover over the top of it, with a glass of water accompanying.

“Firstly though, I believe that you need to regain some strength after your ordeal.” He said with a smile. “Please, help yourself.”

Still wary of the man, I nonetheless scooted up the bed to hunch over the plate of food. Taking off the opaque glass cover, I beheld a plate of eggs and toast, still steaming hot.

Suddenly aware of how ravenously hungry I was, I started to shovel the food into my mouth with my bare hands, uncaring of the days of collected filth on them. Only pausing to guzzle the water in between handfuls, I finished the food in record time. Frankly, I was past the point of caring if the food had been tampered with in any way.

When I finished the food, I flopped back onto the surprisingly comfortable bed with a sigh. I luxuriated in the feeling of a full stomach for the first time in days before sitting back up with a groan.

Directing my gaze to the old man, I opened my mouth before closing it when he raised a hand to stop me.

“Perhaps, before we begin, we should introduce ourselves?” The old man said.

I looked at him for a second before shrugging.

“Alright,” I started. “I guess I’ll go first.”

“My name is Nathan Hart.”

            

    
        Chapter 6 - A Grey Introduction

    
    
    
    
                “A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Hart.” The old man began, placing a hand over his heart and bowing at the waist as best he was able. “You may call me Grey.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “Just Grey, huh,” I said skeptically.

“For now, Grey will suffice,” He replied unblinkingly. “Anything more than that is merely window dressing.”

That’s not suspicious at all.

“Okay, I guess,” I said to him, clasping my hands together in front of me and leaning forward. “Now what?”

The older man smiled at me again and mirrored my position.

“Mr. Hart, I understand that you might have undergone somewhat of an ordeal since your capture. So, I can appreciate it if you are wary of extending even the slightest amount of trust. To that end, you are welcome to the use of my washroom in order to cleanse yourself of the road dust and collect your thoughts.” He gestured off to the side of me as he was speaking. “Inside, you’ll find a clean pair of clothes that you are welcome to as well.”

Looking in the direction that he had motioned towards, I noticed a door that I had missed when I had first seen the room. Turning back to the older man, I opened my mouth for a second before closing it. Scooting forward to the edge of the bed, I gave Grey a nod.

“Thanks, that, uh, that sounds pretty nice actually.”

“Indeed.” He said, returning my nod. “Feel free to avail yourself of the facilities, meager as they may be. Take your time, and consider what questions you may want to ask me. I’m sure you have many, and I’m perfectly happy to answer what I’m able to.”

Walking around the bed, I made my way to the door that Grey had pointed out. Once I did so, I looked back over my shoulder at him somewhat uncertainly. Once he saw that I was looking at him, he gave me an encouraging nod.

Turning back around, I opened the door and went through, closing it behind me.

………………………………………

Grey had called his ‘washroom’ meager, but it didn’t seem so bad to me.

It wasn’t very large, and it didn’t resemble a modern bathroom very much, but it seemed usable. Inside, I could see that it had what appeared to be a bronze washtub, a small dresser with a large bronze bowl sitting on top of it. Above that was a surprisingly clear mirror attached to the wall above the bowl, a rack that had a few rough spun woolen towels on it. On the far wall was what I could only assume to be some kind of toilet.

The problem was, the tub didn’t have any water in it, and I couldn’t see any way to fill it if I wanted to take a bath. It didn’t have a spigot of any kind, and there didn’t appear to be any water pipes in the room. Looking down at myself, and more importantly, giving myself a sniff test, I could tell I needed a bath badly, however.

Standing around aimlessly for a few moments, I decided that I would need to ask Grey. Somewhat embarrassed, I turned back to the door and opened it.

Poking my head out the door, I glanced in the direction of Grey. I found him staring right back at me, as if he had been waiting for me to come out.

“Hey, uh, Grey right? I don’t, uh. I don’t see how to, um.” I said sheepishly, starting and stopping. “Where’s the water for the tub?”

“I see.” He said calmly. “Am I to understand that you do not know how to operate the facilities, Mr. Hart? Do you require assistance?”

Feeling my face grow red in embarrassment, I nodded.

“Certainly, Mr. Hart. I would be happy to assist.” Grey said, wheeling over to the door.

As I stepped out of the way to let him through, Grey entered the washroom. It may have been small, but there was still room enough inside for the two of us.

“Firstly, I believe you wish to take a bath, Mr. Hart?” He said to me.

“Yeah, but you don’t have to keep calling me Mr. Hart, you know?” I said to him. “Feels weird. You can just call me Nathan, or even Nate if you want.”

“I see,” He said thoughtfully. “Well Nathan, let’s begin with the washbasin.”

Wheeling over to the washbasin, Grey pointed to three separate bronze disks about the size of my fist that were physically attached to the side of the tub somehow. Leaning closer to get a better look, I was able to see that each of the disks had a symbol scratched onto them in a language that I didn’t understand. Each of the disks had a different symbol on them.

Looking back at Grey, I gave him a curious look. “What? What’s up with those?”

Nodding thoughtfully to himself, Grey answered me. “These disks are how you operate nearly any form of washbasin, no matter the size. Look here,” He said, pointing to the leftmost disk. “This disk will control the amount of water that is added to the basin.”

Having said that, Grey pressed his thumb down onto the disk. Hearing a bubbling noise, I looked over the rim of the tub and looked down. When I did so, I was able to see that there was water coming from seemingly nowhere filling the basin from the bottom up. Within seconds the tub was filled nearly to the top.

Taking his thumb away from the disc, Grey gestured to the water. “As you can see, the basin is now filled with water. However, you’ll find it to be quite cold. Not at all suitable for a refreshing bath, now is it?”

Pointing to the second disc from the left, Grey continued. “This disc is the one that controls the temperature of the water. Now I say temperature, but what I really mean is heat. This basin does not possess a Plate of Cold, and thus cannot lower the temperature of the water. It merely possesses a Plate of Heat to raise the temperature of the water inside. Like so.”

Having said that, he pressed his thumb to the middle disc like he did the first one. Within a similarly short amount of time, the water had gotten so hot that steam was visibly rising off of it.

“Be cautious, however,” Grey said to me, taking his thumb away from the middle disc. “Plates of Heat determine the temperature it exerts based upon how long you lay your finger upon it. If I had left my thumb upon it much longer, the water would have begun to boil. I do not believe that would have been conducive to a comfortable bath, no?”

Glancing at me, Grey smiled slightly.

“Lastly, we have a Plate of Dispersion. Slightly more esoteric in function than the Plates of Water and Heat, this simplified rune will empty the basin when you are finished.” Finishing, Grey pressed the third button in the row. When he did so, all of the water in the tub simply vanished, instantly.

Jumping slightly, I couldn’t help to gape stupidly at everything I had just witnessed. I had seen some pretty wild stuff since I had gotten here, but this had to have been the most overt display of magic that I had witnessed. I thought I had internalized the fact that magic had to have been real, otherwise how could I have even ended up here? But everything else I had seen up to this point had been more subtle than the magically appearing and disappearing water. I felt dizzy all of a sudden.

Leaning up against the tub away from the magical discs, I crossed my arms, closed my eyes, lowered my head, and murmured to myself. “Magic is real, huh.”

I felt stupid immediately for saying it. Obviously magic had to be real, you dense moron, I thought to myself. Feeling overdramatic and silly, I opened my eyes and looked over at Grey.

He was staring back at me with a raised eyebrow. “Indeed. Magic is quite real, young man.” He said dryly.

Coughing into my fist, I desperately searched for something to say. “So, uh, how safe are those things? If I had been sitting inside the tub when I pressed the Plate of, um, Dispersion right? Would I have been vanished or destroyed or something?”

“They’re quite safe Nathan, no need to worry,” Grey reassured me. “Every commercially available Enchantment Plate has inbuilt safety mechanisms that detect the presence of a soul, and will not trigger if one is detected in its bounds. Besides, it would take something far more powerful than a simple washbasin Plate to disperse a living being.”

“Additionally,” Grey continued. “The water was neither vanished nor destroyed, as you put it. It was merely dispersed, as the name suggests, back into free-floating Aether. Indeed, nothing can ever be truly destroyed, as you so put it. Not even Aether.”

Nodding thoughtfully to try and show that I understood what he was talking about, even though I didn’t, I nonetheless did catch what he said at the end. Nothing can ever be truly destroyed, huh. That sounded an awful lot like a very important law of physics.

Maybe magic didn’t completely spit in the face of the universe after all.

Wheeling away from the basin, Grey continued his explanation. “Moving on, if you inspect the washbowl,” He said, gesturing over to the bowl on the dresser. “You’ll notice that it possesses the same trio of Plates.”

Walking over and looking at the bowl, I was able to see that he was right. The bowl did have those same three discs attached to it, even if they were smaller than the ones attached to the tub.

“Additionally,” I heard Grey say from behind me. “If you feel the need to ah, relieve yourself. You’ll find that the privy also possesses a Dispersion Plate. I implore you to use it.”

Turning around and fixing Grey with a weirded-out look I said, “So these plates can even disperse, um, ‘waste’? You don’t…breathe it in or something afterward, right?”

Bringing his hand up to pinch the bridge of his nose, Grey sighed wearily. “No Nathan, you are not breathing in any waste after using a Plate of Dispersion. You are not the first to ask that question, and I somehow doubt you will be the last. Any material dispersed in this manner is neutrally aligned and carries no hint of its previous state.”

Okay, but I still didn’t like the fact I could potentially be surrounded by poo magic being in this room.

Straightening back up in his chair, Grey fixed a smile back on his face. “Well! I hope this was helpful to you, Nathan. If there’s nothing else, I’ll leave you to your bath.”

With that, Grey began to wheel out of the room. Stepping aside to let him out of the room, I told him, “Thanks man, I appreciate it.”

“No problem at all, Mr. Hart,” Grey said, staring at me thoughtfully once he had exited the room and turned about. “No problem at all.”

……………………………………...

I must have been in the bath for nearly an hour after Grey had left, but it was impossible for me to tell the time. Relaxing in the steaming hot bath after the crazy week I’d had and just letting my mind drift felt amazing. Even though I realized this wasn’t the end of my troubles, I badly needed to decompress in some manner where I wasn’t in mortal danger.

Getting out of the bath and toweling off, I went rummaging through the drawers of the small dresser the bowl was sitting on. Eventually, I found the change of clothes that Grey had mentioned. There were a pair of brown linen ankle-length pants and a matching white linen short-sleeved shirt with a lace-up neck. I was surprised to find Grey had even set aside some linen socks and a type of underwear I wasn’t familiar with. They resembled boxers, to a degree, but with a drawstring built into them. Everything fit surprisingly well.

After getting dressed I moved over to the mirror to get a good look at myself for the first time in a while.

In my professional opinion, I looked like shit. Even after the bath.

I looked haggard, honestly. I still had the same brown hair as always, which I had brushed backward like I usually did with a bristle brush I had found in the dresser. Still the same dull green eyes, even if I had massive bags under them. Still the same pale skin, even if it looked paler than usual considering everything I had been through. I was surprised I hadn’t sunburned, considering how easily I usually burned.

However, peering into the mirror I eventually noticed something strange. In the upper right-hand corner of the mirror, I could see a small blue box moving around. Trying to get a better look at it, the box seemed to be moving around in the mirror in relation to the movement of my eyes.

“The hell…”, I murmured to myself, reaching out with a finger to try and touch the blue box.

When I finally managed to touch the glass right over the blue box, I heard a short chime inside the washroom. Jerking in surprise, I glanced around wildly to try and find the source of the noise but wasn’t able to. It was as if the noise had come from nowhere.

When I looked back at the mirror, I jumped in surprise again. In front of me on the mirror was a large blue box with words on it in a language that I couldn’t understand, similar to the runes on the Enchantment Plates that Grey had taught me about earlier. The blue box was so large that it was preventing me from even seeing my upper body in the mirror, even if I could still see the background around the edges of it.

As I watched, astonished, the symbols in the blue box began to rearrange themselves into words that I could read.




	Your Soul has Awoken to Mysticality



	Welcome to the System



	Would you like to review your Status?



	Yes/No






“What the fuck…”, I breathed.

            

    
        Chapter 7 - Welcome to Vereden

    
    
    
    
                Alright, okay.

I didn’t know what this was, but I could take a guess. I’m guessing that whatever this is, it was a result of whatever Grey had done to me last night. Beyond that, I was going to have to figure it out for myself.

I mean, I suppose I could go back out and ask Grey again what this was, but I was still feeling embarrassed from earlier. There’s nothing like having an old man explain to you have to work a toilet, as if you were a particularly dim toddler, to make you feel emasculated.

Was it a smart decision to try and mess around with this myself? No, not really.

Was I going to do it anyway? Yes, yes I was.

Let’s start from the top. ‘Your Soul has Awoken to Mysticality’. Was that what Grey had done to me last night? Did he somehow inject magic into my soul? Why the word ‘Mysticality’? Was that something distinct from magic? Was I going to be able to do magic now?

I admit, I was a little excited at the thought. Since I was a child, I had always been drawn to the typical swords and sorcery style fantasy. I’d always dreamed about the possibility of magic. I had grown up on stories of wizards and elves and dwarves. Although, my experiences with the latter two had been less than stellar so far.

The second line was less clear to me, though. ‘Welcome to the System’. What System was this blue box trying to tell me about? Some kind of computer system? Wherever I had ended up, it seemed like one of the sword and sorcery settings I had read about in books. But I suppose that it was possible that they had computers as well, even if I hadn’t seen one yet. I tried to inspect the mirror some more, moving my hands around the edges of it. I couldn’t find anything to suggest this was some kind of magical smart screen. It just seemed like a fairly clear mirror to me.

Finally, the last line seemed to be directly asking me a question. ‘Would you like to review your Status’, with two smaller blue boxes underneath it with the words Yes and No in them. I had little idea what it meant by Status, but I was getting tired of fruitlessly contemplating the mirror without doing anything about it.

Well, whatever.

I pressed my index finger to the blue box with the word Yes on it.

As I watched, the three lines from earlier disappeared, and more text appeared in the blue box.




	Name
	Nathaniel Eugene Hart



	Titles
	N/A



	Level
	1



	Age
	24 Sol



	Race
	Human (Precursor)



	Affinity
	Terrestrial



	Class
	N/A



	Professions
	N/A



	Health
	100/100



	Stamina
	100/100



	Vitality
	10



	Strength
	10



	Spirit
	10



	Dexterity
	10



	Perception
	10



	Intelligence
	10



	Wisdom
	10



	Free Points
	0



	Options
	[Talent Page], [Skill Page], [Profession Page]






Okay.

First of all, nobody has called me Nathaniel since I was ten years old. Second, how dare you remind me I have a middle name.

Thirdly, I did not expect Status to essentially mean RPG status. Jesus, it was like I was looking at a tabletop RPG class sheet. I had never been into tabletop RPGs, but I was at least familiar with the concept. I had always been more of a video game guy, honestly.

Looking over my “Status”, there wasn’t much in the way of an explanation. Maybe there was some way to get one? If this was a Status page straight from an RPG or an MMO, maybe there was a help function? There wasn’t a button or something I could press for that, so maybe it was verbal? I gave it a shot.

“Help!”

“Contact an admin!”

“Uh, open a ticket!”

“Customer support!”

I tried not to speak too loudly, conscious of Grey likely still in the other room. But nothing happened. The blue screen was still the same with no changes. Looking over the screen again, I came back to the last line. 'Options'. I guess these were the only way for me to interact with my Status right now. Talents, Skills, and Professions. Of the three options available to me, only one of them was accessible to me. The Skill and Profession page options were greyed out for me. That left the Talent Page if I wanted to inspect this any further.

I gave it a shot.

The Status screen changed again, wiping out everything that had already been on it. Instead, this time it rearranged itself into three distinct columns that were divided. The left column had a header titled “Racial Talents”, while the middle and right columns were titled "General Talents" and “Class Talents”. I noticed the Class column was greyed out as well, while the General column was just blank. However, there were four entries under the Racial Talents column.




	Racial Talents
	General Talents
	Class Talents



	Hidden Amidst the Spheres: Veil your Status
	 
	 



	The Scintillant Blade: Strike the root
	 
	 



	Dream of the Infinite:  Allows unshackled Aetherial growth
	 
	 



	Language Adaptation: Allows understanding and communication with all discovered sapient species
	 
	 






I totally understood all of this, one hundred percent.

Of the four “Racial” talents that I apparently had, two were completely vague, one was opaque, and the last was obvious. I guess that this Language Adaptation was why I could suddenly understand Grey after he had apparently ‘awoke my soul to mysticality’.

I had questions about this, and I’m guessing that Grey knew the answers. The way he had spoken to me earlier most likely meant that I was supposed to discover all of this while in the washroom. Especially considering I could only see this stuff in the mirror.

I guess it was time to go and ask him.

Giving one last glance at the mirror before I left, I tried one last command. “Close Status?”

Surprisingly, that one worked. The blue box vanished from the mirror. It didn’t even leave the smaller version I had noticed in the corner of my eye from earlier.

Shaking my head, I opened the washroom door and stepped out.

……………………………………...

Entering back into what I was guessing was Grey’s bed/workroom, I saw that he hadn’t left while I was in the washroom. He was reading the book I had noticed from earlier; I suppose to pass the time. When I exited the washroom, he looked up at me and gave me a slight nod.

Closing his book and folding his hands back over it, Grey motioned to the bed and spoke. “Done with your bath, then? I believe that now is as good a time as any to continue our conversation. I’m quite sure you have questions.”

Nodding back at him, I said. “Yeah, you could say that. I have a lot of questions.”

Walking over and sitting back in the bed, I resumed my posture from earlier, clasping my hands together and leaning forward. Looking at Grey, I opened my mouth for a second and then closed it.

“So.” I started and then stopped.

“So?” Grey repeated, arching an eyebrow at me.

“So…Where am I, exactly?”

“Ah, I see.” Grey nodded. “You are presently within the house of my, shall we say, chaperon and friend, Azarus of House Savoy. This house resides in a small town that exists solely as a hub for the plantation and to support the master of the manse, Magnus of House Savoy.”

“Okay”, I began. “That’s…nice, and opens up for some other questions, but I was thinking more broadly than that.”

Grey raised an eyebrow at me again. “Very well,” He began. “This plantation is, I believe, located somewhere in the general vicinity of the southwestern portion of the Dwarven Principality of Velancia, which is located to the northwest of the Human Kingdom of Herztal. I believe that we’re not far from the Barren Forrest, which, if you’re unaware, exists as a general buffer between the two states.”

I lowered my head and clasped my hands tighter. “Broader than that.”

Grey nodded and sighed as if a suspicion of his had finally crystallized. “These two kingdoms, the largest remaining extant powers, exist on the mainland continent of this planet. That planet is named Vereden.”

I nodded, still staring at the floor, not trusting myself to speak.

It’s one thing to be surrounded by things and people you don’t understand, with the suspicion that you’re very, very far from home. It’s another thing to be told by another person you’re on another planet.

We sat in silence for a moment.

I appreciated it.

After a few minutes, Grey sighed again and put his own hand on my tightly clenched ones.

“I believe, Nathan,” Grey started compassionately. “That you are a Precursor.”

I finally raised my head to look at him. “I’m guessing you know I don’t know what that is.”

“In truth,” Grey said, leaning back into his chair. “Not many would know what a Precursor is. They’re a rare phenomenon, only seen once every few centuries. Even then, there have been long gaps in the appearance of one.”

“Alright, then what do you know about what a Precursor is?” I said to him.

“A Precursor, to the best of academic knowledge, is someone from outside the known realms. You are likely unaware of this, but the people of Vereden know of six other planets that are known to harbor life. For many, many reasons, we no longer have contact with five of them, but the point is that we know there exists life outside of our own.”

“A Precursor,” Grey continued. “Is not from any of these known planets. They are always human, even if described as a variant. They always appear randomly, somewhere upon the mainland continent of Vereden. They have no knowledge of us, nor us of them. They are always Unawoken. And they always possess strange powers, even by the standards of the System, once they are Awoken.”

“Awoken, huh,” I said softly.

“Indeed, Nathan,” Grey answered me compassionately. “By your reactions earlier, I am gathering that you have no knowledge of the System? Or even, perhaps, Mysticality in general?”

There’s that word again.

“No, I don’t,” I said, straightening back up. “Mysticality. What is that?”

“Ah,” Grey finally smiled again. “By your reaction, I can assume that you noticed the System prompts in the mirror? I did hope that you would.”

“Yeah, yeah I did,” I replied, eager for at least one thing. Even if I was on another planet, getting magical powers had to at least be a consolation prize.

“Mysticality,” Grey said, adopting a lecturing tone. “Is the general term that encompasses the tripartite supernatural structure that the sapient races can draw upon. These three parts can be defined as, roughly, Mind, Body, and Soul. The method of drawing upon the powers of the Mind and the Body can be termed as the Art of Magic, and the Art of Cultivation respectively. As Arts, these two disciplines exist as refinement tools. By practicing either Magic or Cultivation, you are essentially refining either your mind or your body into a more perfect state of existence. These two Arts can draw upon two differing energies, that are nonetheless equal in potential. These energies are Mana, for Magic, and Ki, for Cultivation.”

“Wait, you mentioned that Mysticality had three parts,” I interrupted. “You only mentioned two. What about the soul?”

“Be patient, young man,” Grey scolded me lightly. “I was getting to that. Now, as a member of the sapient races you and I have the capability to draw upon either Mana or Ki to practice Magic or Cultivation, past a certain threshold. However, these two are mutually distinct. You cannot draw upon both of them, to the best of modern understanding. The process of unlocking either Mana or Ki excludes the other. However, that does leave the Soul, does it not? What then, if Magic is the Art of the Mind, and Cultivation is the Art of the Body, is the Art of the Soul? That leads to the System.”

“The System,” Grey continued his lecture. “Is opaque to us. It is imperfect. It has flaws and inefficiencies. We have no knowledge of precisely how it came into existence, even if the precise moment of its initialization is a matter of historical record. There exist only theories about how it came to be, despite knowing that its origins must lie in a certain conflict. What is known is this. The System is a method of Soul refinement, open to all members of the sapient races. As Magic refines Mana, and the Body refines Ki, the Soul refines Aether. At the moment of its initialization, all members of the sapient races were Awoken and given the knowledge of how to Awaken the System in others, but that gift was never repeated. The System cannot be Awoken naturally, and can only be Awoken by another person. The minimum age to do so is ten years old, or the rough equivalent of that age. However, it is highly, highly recommended that you do so at that age. After age ten, it becomes progressively more difficult to Awake the System in another. The power required in order to Awaken another grows greater every year that they are Unawoken.”

Grey paused for a second to take a drink of water from a glass on the nightstand. I jerked out of the trance I had been in listening to his explanation and took the chance to ask a question of my own.

“So, that’s what you did to me last night? You Awoke the System for me? Is that why there was a huge light show? Why did it hurt so much?"

Grey set his drink back down and answered me. “Indeed. Your Awakening was perhaps the most violent I have ever personally witnessed, much less done. I do apologize about the discomfort involved, but in Awakenings as late as your own, there does tend to be an element of pain as your Soul shakes off its shackles. Normally, a child only experiences a slight pinching sensation during an Awakening. However, I have to ask. Did you perchance to look at your Racial Talents while in the washroom? Was there perhaps…anything amiss with them? Out of place characters, or missing explanations?”

I looked at him strangely and replied. “I mean, they seem fine from what I could tell? No strange characters, and they all had explanations. Though, the explanations didn’t help all that much. I can’t tell what most of them do.”

Grey sighed in apparent relief before speaking. “Thank goodness. I was worried because of how late of an Awakening yours was.”

“Uh, could something have gone wrong?”

“Yes, something could have gone wrong, very much so. Another hazard of late Awakenings is the potential for corrupted Racial Talents. I mentioned before that the System is imperfect. Well, this is one of those imperfections. In cases such as those, the talent in question could end up either simply not working in the best case, or actively hindering the owner in the worst. When that happens, the only hope for that person is to visit a specialist and pay to have the talent removed. There has never been a recorded case of a Precursor with a corrupted talent, but I didn’t wish to assume.”

I stared at Grey wide-eyed for a moment. “Well, thank fu-”

Suddenly, I could hear what must be the front door open before I heard someone start stomping through the house. Whoever had come in sounded like they were heading in our direction.

“Ah,” Grey smiled again. “That must be Azarus. Come, I’ll introduce you to him. I don’t believe you had the best introduction, but I assure you he’s quite kind in his own way.”

“Alright…” I said, somewhat skeptically. My experiences with dwarves hadn’t been great so far.

After a few moments, I saw the door handle turn and the door swing open. As it was opening, I heard that same voice from last night speaking, this time in a language I could understand.

“Grey,” what could only be Azarus said gruffly. “I finished what you asked, but are you sure this-”

When the dwarf entered the room and I saw what he had in his hand, I shot to my feet.

Noticing me, the expression on the dwarf’s face fell. “Ah,” He said. “Bugger.”

Clasped in his hand was a branding iron.

            

    
        Chapter 8 - Misdirection

    
    
    
    
                Grey sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Azarus, I asked you to leave it in your workshop to prevent this exact situation.”

“Aye, well,” Azarus said, not taking his eyes away from me. “I forgot.”

Shaking his head, Grey turned back to me. “Nathan. Nathan! Please, look at me.”

Dragging my eyes away from the branding iron in the huge dwarf’s fist, I looked back down to Grey.

Grey met my gaze.

“Nathan, I promise you,” Grey said pleadingly. “I promise you that you are not in danger right now. Nobody is going to harm you. Please, sit back down so that I can explain our situation.”

My blood was still pounding in my ears from the adrenaline rush of seeing a branding iron again. I don’t think I’ll ever forget seeing all those people from earlier getting branded by those dwarves, and I had no desire to go through that same experience. Still, something in me, maybe my gut, was telling me that at least Grey was trustworthy.

To a degree. Even though I was one hundred percent sure he gave me a false name.

Maybe my gut was just telling me I was hungry again.

Whatever.

I sat back down on the bed and clasped my hands after one last look at the branding iron before focusing back on Grey.

“Okay,” I said, controlling my breathing to tamp down my anxiety. “What’s up?”

Grey looked confused for a second before disregarding it. “So far, Nathan, I’ve explained to you broad topics. Where we are, very basic information on the System and Mysticality. You absolutely need to know these things as a Precursor-”

“You were right!? He’s actually a Precursor!?” Azarus interjected excitedly, staring at me with wide eyes. I noticed he had set the branding iron down against the wall. Uh. That’s not really something I’d expect from such an intimidating-looking guy.

Grey closed his eyes. “Azarus, please.” He said frustratedly.

“Right, right. I’ll be quiet.” Azarus said, wincing.

Taking a deep breath, Grey continued. “And although those things are terribly important, what matters most right now is the situation that we are all in. You,” Grey gestured to me. “Have been captured and sold as a slave to the lord of this estate. Magnus, Heir of House Savoy.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Azarus fold his huge arms at the mention of that name.

“I, however,” Grey continued, placing a hand over his heart. “Am a political prisoner that has nonetheless been collared and branded like any other slave. This was done in order to hobble me and prevent me from being able to interfere in…a variety of things.”

Grey scowled slightly.

For a moment, I could swear that the room darkened as much as his expression.

“At this point, I have no doubt that my imprisonment was something that was orchestrated by certain high-ranking individuals in both the Kingdom and the Principality. As such, once I was captured, I was handed off to the Prince of House Savoy, Magnus’s father, in order to hide me away. From what I understand, the decision was then made to ship me off to a remote location. Enter, then, both Magnus and Azarus.” Grey said, finally turning to look at Azarus.

“Right,” Azarus said, nodding. “I’ll take over from there.”

Azarus shoved off the wall he had been leaning on during Grey’s speech and walked over to the far wall. Picking up a chair, he carried it over and set it down on the right of Grey before sitting down. Leaning forward, Azarus stuck his hand out for me to shake.

Startled to see such a familiar gesture from someone that wasn’t even human, I automatically put my hand in his. When his hand closed around mine, I could feel the power in it. It not only felt like he could crush my bones to powder but that he could do the same to stone as well.

“Nice to meet ya,” Azarus started. “Azarus, House Savoy.”

“Uh, nice to meet you too? Nathan Hart.” I said, somewhat confusedly.

Nodding, Azarus dropped my hand. “Right, okay. So, my situation is a bit complicated.” He said uncomfortably. “Magnus, the shite, is my first cousin. When my uncle was thinking about who to hand Grey off to that he could trust, he thought of his own son. Who’s just as much of a dumb bastard sadist as he is. Well, the problem is that Grey might not stay a prisoner forever. He’s too powerful, too experienced. The Prince figured that if anyone could figure out a way to escape, he could.”

At that, I turned to look at Grey with a raised eyebrow. “Just Grey, huh.”

Grey just looked back at me with an innocent smile on his face, as if butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth.

Shaking my head, I turned back to Azarus.

Looking nonplussed at the exchange, Azarus nonetheless continued his explanation. “Well, he figured that if Grey escaped that he would naturally go home and tell everyone that the Savoy had been holding him captive and had even enslaved him. Hell, I’m not convinced that the people that set this whole thing up didn’t intend for Grey to get out sooner or later. So, the problem that the Prince had is that he still wanted to hold onto Grey, but didn’t want to catch the blame for it if and when he got loose. Enter ol’ Azarus, the designated scapegoat.” Azarus finished, pointing his right thumb to his chest.

“The plan,” Grey picked up. “As we have deduced, is to claim that I was captured by Azarus single-handedly, without the knowledge of House Savoy, in order to ransom me back later. Which is, frankly, ridiculous. Azarus does not possess either the ability nor inclination to do such a thing.”

“That ain’t gonna matter to either the Council or the Human High King though,” Azarus said with a frown. “Both sides would know that it’s horseshit. Both sides would know that it was just backroom dealing to get Grey out of the way. Publicly though, it would be a way to avoid war over House Savoy kidnapping the Hea-”

Grey coughed into his fist.

Azarus paused to look at Grey before realization stole over his face. “Right,” He nodded. “So, House Savoy would offer my head up on a platter to Herztal in order save face over holding Grey captive. All the while enjoying the benefits holding him captive could bring. And I gotta tell ya, I ain’t too pleased to be anyone’s scapegoat, especially not that fucker Magnus’s.”

“Benefits?” I said, glancing at Grey. “What kind of benefits? Or can you not tell me that either?”

Grey winced slightly before answering. “I possess some small ability in both Enchantment and Alchemy. As you can see,” Grey said, turning his chair around and gesturing at the workbench against the wall. “I am given weekly quotas of artifacts and potions that I must accomplish by my ‘owners’.”

“Small ability, huh,” Azarus muttered under his breath disbelievingly.

Pretending that everyone in the room hadn’t heard him, Grey continued. “If I do not finish what I have been assigned, my handler, in this case, Azarus, is meant to punish me in whatever way he sees fit.”

“Oh aye,” Azarus said sarcastically. “I’ll whip ya good if you don’t make enough tat for the Prince to hawk and line his pockets with.”

“And I am lucky indeed for your forbearance,” Grey replied with a nod.

“Okay,” I said. “I get some of that. I have some questions though, ‘cause that sounds like a lot of assumptions.”

“Feel free to ask,” Grey said.

“First, if everyone is so certain Grey is going to escape sometime, why haven’t you yet? If he’s so badass, why doesn’t he just blast his way out? Second, if this Prince is so certain that Grey is going to escape, why would he put him in easy reach of his son? I mean, I don’t know about you Grey,” I fixed my gaze at Grey. “But I don’t know how happy I’d feel with my slave ‘master’.”

Azarus and Grey exchanged a glance at that.

Grey coughed and then answered me. “To begin with, we don’t know why Magnus was given my metaphorical leash. As you say, it’s unusual for the Prince to risk his Heir in this manner. It’s far more in his character that he would hand me over to one of his underlings and let them catch the blame for his misdeeds.”

“As for why I haven’t escaped, it is because I can neither physically nor magically do so in my state,” Grey said with visibly buried tension. “As you can see, I no longer possess legs. I assure you; this is a recent development that was deliberately inflicted upon me. Presumably to make it more difficult for me to escape this trap.”

“Oh, Jesus…” I muttered, horrified.

“As it is, I’ll have to wait until I can escape to have them regrown. Truly, I never-”

“Wait, what?” I interrupted Grey. “Magic can do that? Just regrow limbs?”

Grey smiled kindly at me. “Indeed. It is an expensive and laborious process, but it is perfectly doable. I possess neither the ability nor knowledge of healing magic to do so myself, even considering this collar I have been forced to bear.”

“As for why I cannot simply ‘blast my way out’, as you so put it Nathan,” Grey smiled wryly. “That is due to the nature of how a slave bond works. They suppress both your Virtues and your Class, in a manner so that you are unable to utilize any skills or abilities you may possess, including Magecraft. However, they do not suppress one's Professions, as a slave without access to their Profession might as well be useless. As I am right now, I’m of little use. Luckily for you, the Awakening process is so fundamental to the System that it can temporarily bypass these restrictions. I’m likely the only person in a thousand miles that would have been able to Awaken you.”

“Furthermore,” Grey continued. “The collars that you and I are currently wearing are only one part of a functional slave bonding. The branding is the second part, using a specifically enchanted iron. They are useless alone, as neither function fully without the other.”

I nodded before pausing and considering. “Wait,” I said haltingly. “Wait a second. If they’re useless alone, and I’m only wearing a collar, then I don’t have this slave bond?”

Grey smiled predatorily. “Oh yes,” He practically purred. “In their haste to bring you to Azarus so that I could Awaken you, it seems Messrs Finly and Luca neglected to either brand you appropriately or supply us with the necessary iron. Truly, how sad. As it is, you are only a slave in a legal sense, Mr. Hart.”

I couldn’t help but feel relieved.

But…

“Okay then,” I started hesitantly, glancing at what was still leaning next to the door. “Why did you apparently have Azarus make a branding iron then?”

Grey’s smile vanished and I could see Azarus shift uncomfortably.

“Ah…”, Azarus rubbed the back of his head before looking away.

“Nathan, you must understand.” Grey began. “You may not be under a slave bond currently, but all that is required for you to be forcibly placed under one is to be discovered. It is not uncommon for slaves to be checked by the slave drivers or watchmen in order to root out potential infiltrators. They wish to prevent any of my allies from potentially rescuing me. After all, my presence in this settlement is an open secret among the dwarven populace. That’s why Messrs Finly and Luca even knew to come to Azarus in the first place.”

“So, the plan Grey and I thought of,” Azarus picked up, speaking for the first time in a while. “Is that you need a dummy brand.”

Azarus gestured over in the direction of the brand he had brought in.

“That garbage is just a piece of shaped pig iron. It doesn’t have the slave enchantment on it, and we ain’t gonna put it on. Your average flatfoot can’t tell the difference between an actual enchanted brand and a fancy-looking scar.”

“But what you’re saying is that you still want to brand me,” I said, tensing up.

“Nathan, please, calm yourself,” Grey said soothingly. “I will not lie to you. Yes, we believe that placing a dummy brand on you is the best way to protect you from a full slave bond. However, we aren’t monsters. We do not intend to brand you as if you were a common unfortunate slave. Azarus, if you would?”

“Alright.” Azarus nodded before getting up out of his chair. He walked over to Grey’s workbench before opening a drawer and taking out three bottles and carrying them back over to Grey. When he did so, I could tell that each of the bottles were filled with differently colored liquids. One liquid was midnight blue in color, one was yellow, and one was red.

“This,” Grey said, holding up the bottle with a blue liquid in it. “Is a potion of sleep. We intend for you to be asleep during the process, in order to make the ordeal easier for you. The other two potions are meant to numb the area that the brand will be applied to, and to heal the brand afterward.”

Grey showed me the yellow potion and the red potion respectively.

“These two will need to be applied to the area that is to be branded, in order to be most effective.”

“So, if I agree to this, I won’t feel it at all?” I said, relaxing somewhat.

“Indeed, Nathan. We truly believe that this is the best way in order to protect you from being constrained by a slave bond.” Grey said compassionately.

“And hell,” Azarus interjected. “It’ll just be a scar when we’re done. Nothing stopping you from getting it healed if we ever get out of here.”

I leaned back on my hands. “Escape, huh. You’ve mentioned that before. You think we could pull it off?”

Grey and Azarus exchanged a glance.

Grey cleared his throat. “Well,” He started awkwardly. “Right now, any plans for escape are a tad unclear. So far, we have several irons in the fire, so to speak, but nothing firm. It is actually your presence that has given us some small amount of hope, young man.”

“He’s right,” Azarus nodded. “Precursors are supposed to be able to do some unusual shite once they’re trained up. So, general idea is to get you leveled up a bit, teach you a thing or two, and hope you help grease the wheels.”

I stared off into space for a few moments.

They were depending on me to pull some kind of deus ex machina out of my ass, huh. Let’s pin all of our hopes on the mysterious ‘Precursor’ that we just met. Not exactly prime plan material, right there.

We were so fucked.

“Okay.” I sighed eventually, leaning back forward. “Fuck it. Let’s do it. I’ll let you brand me. How do we do this, and where do you need to put it?”

Azarus untensed his shoulders while Grey let out a slight sigh of relief.

I raised an eyebrow. “You two look pretty relieved for something that was mainly to benefit me.”

Azarus rubbed the back of his head again. “Ah well,” He said. “What we didn’t tell you, ‘cause we didn’t want to put too much pressure on ya, is that I could have gotten into some major shit with Magnus if it was discovered that I was harboring an unbound slave.”

“Yeah?” I said curiously.

“Yeah,” Azarus replied seriously, dragging his index finger across his throat.

Ah.

“If I may,” Grey interrupted. “We’ll need to place the brand on the back of your left shoulder, Nathan. If you would, I would appreciate you taking off your shirt and then drinking the potion. After that, Azarus and I will begin the procedure.”

“What, here? In this room?” I said surprised, looking around. “Don’t you need something to heat it up first?”

There wasn’t an oven of any kind or even a fireplace in Grey’s room.

Azarus smirked. “Don’t ya worry about that. I’ve got it covered.”

Right, right, magic.

“Okay,” I said, standing up. I then took off my shirt and hung it over the foot of the bed frame. Sitting down, I found that Grey was holding the sleep potion out to me. I took it from him before taking a sniff of it experimentally. I don’t know what I was expecting, but I didn’t expect a magic sleep potion to smell like a pleasing mix of lavender and blueberries.

“The potion will take effect nearly immediately,” Grey said reassuringly. “Make sure to lay down directly after drinking it.”

I nodded before holding it up. “Well, bottoms up I guess.”

I knocked the potion back, trying to drink it in one go. Trying to at least, as it sure as hell didn’t taste like blueberries at all. In fact, it was pretty goddamn vile. I managed to drink it all without gagging, but it was a struggle.

As soon as I had drunk all of it, I was already starting to feel woozy. Somewhat drunkenly, I managed to lay back down without falling off the bed.

After that, there was only darkness.

            

    
        Chapter 9 - Breakfast and a Choice

    
    
    
    
                I woke up feeling completely fine.

Groggy, I didn’t even open my eyes at first. For a moment, I didn’t remember anything of what had happened to me over the last week. I just luxuriated in the surprisingly comfortable bed that I found myself in. I couldn’t tell how long I lay in bed, but after a while, I gradually opened my eyes. I was greeted by a room adorned with plain wooden paneled walls and a similarly wood floor illuminated by an open window.

I didn’t recognize the room that I was in.

Turning my head in confusion for a second, still half asleep, I jolted when I suddenly remembered everything. I sat bolt upright with a rush of adrenaline, making my head swim.

That’s right. Grey and Azarus said they were going to put me under and brand me.

They said they were going to put it on the back of my left shoulder, so I tried to feel around back there with my right hand. Someone must have put my shirt back on me after they’d finished, I noticed. I thought I might be able to feel something under my fingers, but it was slight. Whatever they had done afterward must have healed it enough to not feel like a raised scar.

Looking around, I guessed they, or rather Azarus, moved me to a different room after they’d finished. It was a much smaller room than the one that Grey had, I could tell. Maybe about half of the size, it only had a bed, a small dresser, and a desk and chair in it. Glancing out the window that I could see from my bed, I could tell that this room must be on the second floor of the house.

Swinging my legs off the side of the bed, I decided to go looking for either of them to ask how the procedure had gone. As I stood up, I grimaced. Either the adrenaline from earlier or the amount I’d slept in the last twenty-four hours had given me a slight headache.

Opening the door to the room, I stepped out. Glancing around, I could see that there was another door across from me that presumably led to another bedroom, and a door to the right. Maybe it was another washroom. On my left was the staircase down to the bottom floor.

As I moved down the stairs, I thought that I could hear something coming from the back of the house. Once I got to the bottom I headed in that direction. As I got closer, I could tell that what I had been hearing was the sounds of someone eating. I stepped through the open doorway at the back of the house into what could only be the kitchen.

The kitchen was a bit sparse, honestly. It didn’t seem like it had been built with being a kitchen in mind. There were a few tables, presumably for food preparation, a large cupboard, and a small table. There was also a wood-burning cast iron stove with a small chimney that led through the roof. The kitchen also had a few windows along the far wall and a door that led to the outside.

Grey was sitting at the table eating a bowl of something.

As I stepped through, Grey looked up at me and gave me a slight smile and a nod.

“Ah,” He said to me. “I thought that I heard you shuffling about. How are you feeling?”

“Fine, I suppose. So, the whole branding thing went well, I guess?”

“Well enough, well enough. Once we had finished and healed the mark, Azarus moved you to his guest room. He wished for me to tell you that the room is yours, for the foreseeable future.”

I walked over to the table and sat down on one of the chairs.

I looked around the somewhat sparse kitchen. “So, where is he anyway?”

“Hmm?” Grey made an inquisitive noise, a spoon of what looked like oatmeal halfway to his mouth.

“Azarus,” I said. “Is he out back or something?”

“Ah,” Grey said with a grimace, setting down his spoon to answer me. “He’s stepped out. He had some unpleasant business he had to attend to.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “Anything relevant to the whole, I dunno, situation?”

“Yes, very relevant. You see, when one considers dwarven society,” Grey said, adopting a lecturing tone. “Messrs Finly and Luca overstepped their authority, bringing you to Azarus first. What they should have done is take you to Magnus instead. It’s understandable why they did so, as they wished to avoid his potential wrath at his inadvertent purchasing of an older Unawoken slave.”

“And that’s bad? Being Unawoken, I mean? Why would he be pissed at them, anyway? He was the one that did it.”

“Bad, in the sense that an Unawoken slave would not be as productive as one with a full Status. In a sense, through their wish to avoid angering him, they may well have saved your life. Magnus may well have simply ordered you…disposed of, shall we say.” Grey said with a distasteful look on his face. “As for why he would be wroth with them, well. Let us just say that Magnus is not well known for logical thought.”

We sat in silence for a few moments before Grey continued.

“Since Messrs Finly and Luca essentially went over Magnus’s head taking you to Azarus, Azarus needs to register you into his legal, ah, ownership shall we say. As a noble, Azarus is the only other dwarf in this settlement legally allowed to own a slave. He needs to settle with his cousin for having finagled a slave out from under him, and so he went to visit Magnus. He’s settled on a somewhat believable fiction to explain how you came to ‘belong’ to him.”

“Which is?”

“Simply that he needs a house slave to assist him in his work. Well,” Grey said, forcing a smile onto his face. “Enough of that for now! Are you by chance hungry? There’s still some porridge left in the pan if you’d like some.”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “I think I’d like that.”

……………………………………...

Grey and I were still eating when we heard the front door open and someone wearing large boots stomp in.

Looking up, Grey said. “That must be Azarus. Azarus! We’re in the kitchen!”

We heard the stomping stop for a moment before reorienting in our direction after shutting the door. In moments, Azarus appeared in the kitchen doorway with a huge scowl on his face.

“And how did it go?” Grey said, unfazed.

Taking a moment to take a huge breath, hold it, and then let it out, Azarus seemed to calm down.

“All gods piss on that shite,” Azarus replied, still frowning. “But it went fine. He didn’t give a rat’s arse about one lowly human slave, but it’s better than him making trouble later. I stopped by the admin building too on the way home to have a little conversation with the bean counters from last night.”

Azarus smirked a little. “Long story short, they understand how things are.” He nodded in my direction. “Even got you registered proper. Don’t need to worry about some uppity stickman coming by to pound on the door about an unregistered slave.”

Azarus walked over to the table and slumped into the last chair available with a sigh.

Grey cleared his throat. “Well,” He started. “Since we’re all here, it’s a perfect time to consider our next moves.”

I looked between the two of them for a moment. “And that is?”

Azarus straightened up in his chair. “Gettin’ you some levels, I reckon. Which will be a mite difficult if we try and go about it the usual way, so we’ll have to be careful.”

“What’s the usual way?” I asked. “No, wait, let me guess. Killing monsters or something?”

Grey quirked an eyebrow my way. “Indeed. I’m surprised to hear you say that, Nathan. Does your world perchance have some knowledge of the System after all?”

“Ah, no actually,” I said, somewhat awkwardly.

How the hell are you supposed to explain the concept of video games to a fantasy wizard and a dwarf?

“It just fits in with similar, ah, stories from back home.”

“Very well,” Grey said somewhat confusedly. “But you are essentially correct. The primary method that the system grants to advance in level is by killing monsters.”

“Okay,” I said, leaning forwards. “But how does that work? I mean, why does killing something give you XP?”

“XP?” Grey muttered to himself. “No, never mind. To answer your question, let us return to the topic of souls. Through the experience of life, a soul accumulates Aether, the energy of the soul. At the moment of death, as that soul begins to transition into whatever comes afterward, the Aether that the soul has accumulated is dispersed. As a refinement tool, the System collects the Aether that the soul disperses, refines it, and adds it to your own.”

Grey paused for a moment.

“However,” He continued slowly. “Because I know that you will ask. This does mean that the act of killing another sapient being, such as a human or a dwarf, will disperse the Aether that they have accumulated over their life. However, thankfully, this Aether is largely inaccessible. The refinement that the System introduces is extremely personalized, and thus means that the Aether that another user of the System disperses is incompatible with someone else’s.”

“Can’t imagine the fuckin’ mess there would be if people could just go around killing each other and get a bunch of levels,” Azarus grumbled.

“Oh indeed,” Grey agreed, nodding. “As it is, you can only absorb a fraction of the amount of Aether dispersed by another sapient. As such, the primary way to level is to go out and cull the monster population, which are themselves large amounts of unrefined Aether solidified around a physical proto-soul. Monsters cannot possess a Status or be Awoken after all, even if they can be assessed in a manner as if they did.”

I tilted my head a bit in thought. “Okay,” I said consideringly. “What about animals then? Do they have souls that accumulate Aether as well? Can killing them give you levels?”

Grey nodded. “They do, yes. However, not as much as a monster. Consider a simple sliding scale if you would.” He said, holding up his hands parallel to each other with a large space between them.

“On the far end,” He said, wiggling his right hand. “You have the sapient races, such as humans or dwarves, which do not release much refinable Aether upon death. In the middle,” He continued, moving his right hand closer to his left. “You have wildlife, which only releases a small amount of refinable Aether. It’s not considered an efficient method of advancement, however, nor is it an environmentally sustainable one.”

Grey paused to reach for a glass of water next to his bowl of porridge and take a sip.

Setting it down and putting his hands back up, Grey continued his explanation. “Finally, we have monsters.” He said, wiggling his left hand. “They release a large amount of unrefined Aether upon death, depending upon the Aether density of the environment they form in. As monsters are largely composed of Aether, their physical form disperses as well. They leave only one thing behind, which is the physical proto-soul composed of solidified Aether they’re formed around. These are colloquially referred to as monster Cores.”

“For you though,” Azarus picked up. “Getting you out to kill monsters is going to be a bit of a problem. Legally, you’re a slave. You can’t be going off on your own or the flatfoots will catch you, beat you black and blue, and carry you back here. Now, I can take you with me into the forest, but I can’t go out often. I haven’t been going out much meself, to be honest. Magnus doesn’t want me to, so he’s instructed his guards to only let me leave town twice a month. The fucker.”

“Presumably, this is to make sure he can keep a better eye on me.” Grey piped in. “But in reality…”

“It’s because the little shite is jealous I’m higher level than he is,” Azarus told me. “So, he’s trying to get ahead with an excuse like that. He can’t bar me from going out at all, or he’d get in legal trouble. What with me bein’ another noble and all. He doesn’t have the authority of his father to do that. As it is, I can only go out to the forest about twice a month. It’s not much, and even then this area isn’t much use to me. The Aether density around here doesn’t produce beasties strong enough to help. But it would work for you, so I’ll try to take you with me when I can.”

“In the meanwhile,” Grey picked up. “We’ll introduce you to the second method of advancement. Professions.”

“It’s safer to get started with,” Azarus said. “But it’s much slower-”

“In fact, you only refine as much as one-seventh of the amount of Aether from crafting a similarly leveled item as you would from slaying a monster. That amount grows to two-sevenths of the Aether you would gain with a second profession.” Grey cut in enthusiastically.

“Aye,” Azarus said exasperatedly. “Two sevenths then, ‘cause you should always take two professions. Between me and Grey, we’ve got four of the seven professions, so you have some good choices. We’d be able to teach you decently in them. I’m a Smith and an Engineer, myself.”

“And I am an Enchanter and an Alchemist, as well,” Grey said cheerfully. “All that’s left is for you to choose what you wish to learn.”

            

    
        Chapter 10 - Unexpected Circles

    
    
    
    
                I looked between both Grey and Azarus, somewhat bewildered. “Alright, that doesn’t help me much, you know. Can’t just tell me to choose a couple of Professions when I don’t know anything about them. I’m not from around here, remember?”

Azarus glanced away, rubbing the back of his head and mumbling something vaguely apologetic.

Grey coughed into his fist, embarrassed. “Apologies. I let my enthusiasm for the subject get away from me.” Shaking off his embarrassment, Grey straightened in his chair. “Let us begin with an explanation of what Professions are and their importance then, shall we?”

Looking back over to Grey, Azarus grunted. “Do ya want me to go get the book, then?”

“Yes, thank you. That would be helpful.” Grey smiled at Azarus. “However, I’ll start with a cursory explanation.”

Azarus nodded before getting up from the table and exiting the room.

“Professions,” Grey started, drawing my attention back to him. “Are the unexpected cornerstone of the System. They are the myriad of different pseudo-classes that allow the user to meticulously create whatever their soul desires if they have the creativity for it. In this world and beyond, there are seven categories of Professions. Ah, thank you.” Grey said to Azarus, who was coming back into the kitchen.

He was carrying a leather-bound book under his right arm. Nodding at Grey, he put the book down on the table in between Grey and me and then sat back down at the table. I also noticed that he was carrying a small handheld mirror. He set that down next to him.

Looking down at the book that Azarus had brought in, I saw that it was embossed with a stylized rendition of a heptagram. The book was titled rather simply Professions of the World, with the initials S.V.G. engraved underneath it.

Grey smiled fondly down at the book. “Ah, Silvain von Gradon’s magnum opus. A wonderfully intelligent man, but he was sadly lacking with his naming sense.” Looking back up at me and tapping the cover of the book, Grey smiled mysteriously. “Does this symbol look familiar to you, Nathan?”

Leaning over and taking a closer look, I frowned in thought. “Hmm,” I muttered. I swear I’d seen something similar recently.

Wait.

I looked up at Grey, an eyebrow raised. “When I looked at my Status earlier and selected the Profession panel, I saw something like this in there. That’s what you mean, right?”

“Indeed,” Grey nodded. “The heptagram represents the Profession system. At each point along the symbol lies one of the seven Professions. Those Professions are Smithing, Wildshaping, Enchanting, Alchemy, Artistry, Fleshcraft, and Engineering.” He said, tapping each point on the symbol in a clockwise motion with each name he said.

“They’re just categories though.” Azarus piped in. “You don’t actually end up with one of those on your Status. When you’re taught the base Profession by someone that knows it, one of two things happen.” He said, holding up one finger. “One, you can influence what Profession you end up with. Say your pa was a Carpenter and you want to learn how to be a Carpenter from him. First, he would teach you the base Profession of Engineering, and then you would concentrate on becoming a Carpenter. System is a’ok with you choosing your own Professions like that. Two,” He said, folding down one of his fingers. “You let the System choose the Profession you end up with. The System is burrowed deep into your soul, right? Supposedly, it knows you best and can choose what would suit you best.”

“It’s considered the more romantic option,” Grey said thoughtfully. “But I recommend it. Generally, those who let the System choose for them are more likely to express satisfaction and joy in their work.”

“Hey now, I chose me own Professions and I enjoy them just fine,” Azarus said to Grey.

“Of course,” Grey said, conceding. “However, this belabors the point of why everyone, even serious Classers focus intently on their Professions. It isn’t because they have a deep devotion to the art of creation, after all. It’s because the more you create, the more complex and powerful your creations, the more Impact you create for yourself.”

“Impact?” I asked.

“Understand, Nathan, that Impact is merely what the academic community calls it. We cannot measure it in any true way, as the System will not communicate the weight of your Impact. The Impact theory is merely the generally understood mechanism that determines your Class choices at the selection break points. Impact shapes the choices and rarity of the Classes that will be available to you at selection. What you create through your Professions, will determine the Class that you receive. As you might expect, this makes Professions exceedingly important.” Grey told me seriously.

I leaned back in my chair. “Classes, huh. I saw that my Status didn’t have one on it. Just said not applicable. When do those come in?”

“Level ten is the first Class up,” Azarus said. “But that’s a ways away for you, so don’t worry about it for now.”

Clearing his throat, Grey said. “Returning to the topic of Professions, you should have an understanding of your options before you choose your two. Let’s start with Alchemy, shall we? Alchemy is-”

Azarus cut in. “Alchemy is mixin’ shit to get new shit, Enchanting is puttin’ magic on things, Smithing is beatin’ metal into shape, and Engineering is designin’ and buildin’ shit.”

Grey closed his eyes, pained. “Azarus, please. You know that’s only the very surface level.”

“We’ve been jawing enough as it is,” Azarus said to him. “Let the man choose already. I bet you want him to just let the System choose his true Professions anyway. We can help him with what he gets afterward.”

“Hold up for a second,” I said, raising a hand. “What about the other three? Those not an option?”

Grimacing, Azarus nodded. “Well, to start Magnus is the only Artist within leagues of here.”

“How do you know?” I asked him.

“Profession info is publicly available-”

“In the Principality, in order to better subjugate you,” Grey muttered under his breath.

Azarus carried on like he hadn’t heard him. “-so it’s not hard to see who has what in a given area. But as for Wildshaping and Fleshcraft, it’s probably not a good idea that you try and get those anyhow. Not ‘cause you couldn’t do them, but because it’s a mite suspicious that anyone your age doesn’t already have his two Professions. The people in this town are lickspittles that’ll run to Magnus and blab to him about the littlest things to try and curry some favor with him. ‘sides,” He said proudly. “The four we’ve got here are probably the best you could get if you want to be a serious classer.”

Grey sighed. “In some respects, he’s correct.” He said to me. “But not all. However, he is correct in that the Professions that we possess are likely the best ones you can pursue without raising any suspicion.”

I leaned back forward, elbow on the table and chin in my palm. I closed my eyes in thought for a moment.

I was pretty sure I knew what I was going to choose.

I opened my eyes and dropped my hand from my chin. I nodded to both of them, one after the other. “Alright then. Enchanting and Engineering. How do we do this?”

Grey smiled at me. “Simply take my hand and we can get started.” He stretched out his right hand.

I raised an eyebrow at him but nonetheless reached out with my right hand and clasped his.

Grey cleared his throat. “It’s very simple. Do you wish to learn Enchantment?”

I raised the other eyebrow but answered him. “Yes, I do.” As soon as I said that, I could feel a small spark jump between our two palms, as if we had shocked each with static electricity. Pulling my hand back, I looked down at my palm. Nothing. Looking back up at Grey, I asked. “It’s really that simple? How do I know if it worked?”

Grey nodded at me. “It truly is that simple. As for checking it, I believe that’s why Azarus brought a mirror with him, correct?” He finished, looking over at Azarus.

“Aye,” He nodded. “But first we’ve gotta do mine. Gimme yer paw.” He said, also stretching out his right hand.

I reached over and took it.

Azarus cleared his throat too, exaggeratedly. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Grey roll his. “Do you wish to learn Engineering?” He said, equally as exaggerated.

I smirked at him, amused. “Yes,” I said simply. I again felt a small spark jump between our two palms.

Azarus pulled his hand back to clap it with his other one. “Alright then! Check ‘em out and see what you got, ‘cause I’m guessing you didn’t think too hard on what you wanted.” He said, picking up the handheld mirror next to him and handing it to me.

I took it from him before asking them a question. “I’m guessing this is how you check your Status? Like how I did in the washroom mirror?”

Grey nodded. “Indeed. Unfortunately, it’s one of the limitations of the System. You may only access or make adjustments to your Status through either a mirror or a reflective surface. Simply focus on the Status boxes in your reflection and concentrate on manipulating them. No verbal element is required.”

I nodded back at him before looking down at the mirror and concentrating on the blue boxes that I could see in the upper right-hand corner. They disappeared and new, larger boxes appeared across the center of the mirror.




	You have learned Material Enchantment!



	You have learned Mechanical Engineering!



	Would you like to review your Professions?



	Y/N






I looked back up at Grey’s expectant face. “Looks like I got Material Enchantment and Mechanical Engineering.”

Grey raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Material Enchantment is one of the most common forms of Enchantment. It has a long and storied history within the Profession, so congratulations. But Mechanical Engineering? I’m not familiar. Azarus?” He said, glancing over at Azarus.

Azarus stroked his beard for a moment. “Hmm. Sounds like Clockwork. But no, haven’t heard of it before. Maybe it’s because he’s a Precursor?”

I gaped at them. “Seriously? You guys don’t have any kind of machines on this planet? Nothing at all? Gears and pistons and ball bearings and all that jazz?”

“Well, well,” Grey said, also stroking his beard. “A new profession. It’s been some time since that occurred. I take it that you’re familiar with the fundamentals, Nathan?”

I leaned back in my chair stunned. No mechanical engineers, huh. In retrospect, I shouldn’t be surprised. I’m guessing that magical fantasy land had never had an industrial revolution. “Very, very broadly,” I told him. “It’s just such a common facet of life back home that it’s hard to describe how big it is.”

“Hmm,” Grey muttered consideringly. “That’s generally how a new Profession is introduced. Someone with an existing Profession will begin to experiment and build new knowledge. After a time, there comes a breaking point where knowledge of how a new Profession would work and it’s added to the pool of available Professions. In your case,” He said to me. “It’s as if so much general knowledge of a Profession was added to the world at once that it instantaneously created a new Profession in a subject that you were inclined towards.”

“D’ya think it might’ve…?” Azarus said to Grey, trailing off.

Grey looked at him confusedly for a moment before his eyes lit up. “Oh! Of course! Nathan!” He said, turning back to me. “Does Mechanical Engineering have anything to do with clocks and clockwork mechanisms?!”

“Uh,” I said, stunned at his enthusiasm. “Yeah, it does. I’m pretty sure that clocks are just one of the things that fall under mechanical engineering as a field.”

Grey smiled wider than I’d seen him do so far. “Then we may well have just witnessed a Profession Shift. Gods, it’s been so long since that’s happened. It was nearly before my time…” He trailed off. Refocusing, he must have seen the confusion on my face. “Oh, my apologies Nathan. You wouldn’t know what that is. Suffice it to say, Clockwork is, possibly was, still a relatively new Profession, only about a century old. It’s been believed that the Profession was heading towards a Shift, since it’s so new. A Shift happens when enough information about a Profession has accumulated among the population that it changes names and begins to encompass a wider field of expertise. It’s been long believed that Clockwork Engineers were only scratching the surface of the potential that their Profession could tap into. However, the general belief was that the Shift was centuries of experimentation away. How exciting!” He finished, still smiling widely.

“Okay,” I said, nonplussed. “I’m just going to go back and look at my Professions, alright?” Having said that, I looked back down at the mirror and focused on the yes button.

The blue boxes on the mirror rearranged themselves into the familiar heptagram from yesterday, except there were changes this time. On opposite sides of the heptagram, two of the circles were outlined in blue-white light. Inside those circles were symbols now. On the left-hand side of the heptagram, the circle had a small gear symbol in it. On the right-hand side, the circle had a small symbol I didn’t recognize in it. I guess those two symbols represented the Professions I had acquired.

“Huh,” I said consideringly, looking at the rest of the Profession panel. “Hey Grey, I hate to rain on your parade, but I have a question.”

Grey snapped out of it to look back at me. “Hmm? Yes, Nathan?”

“Earlier you said that people can only take two Professions, right? Well, why is that?”

Grey stared at me blankly for a moment. “The answer should be obvious.” He said slowly, as if I were a particularly dim child. “It’s because once you accept two Professions, the rest of the Profession star closes off.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Azarus looking at me pityingly.

I felt an eyebrow twitch. “Yeah? Well, it didn’t on mine. The rest of the circles are still open.”

Grey froze.

Azarus froze.

“What?” I said, looking between them.

            

    
        Chapter 11 - The Eighth 

    
    
    
    
                “Nathan, please repeat that,” Grey said hoarsely. “Are you saying that you still have open Profession Rings at each of the Professions star’s vertices?”

“Uhh,” I said. “You mean the circles at the points of the star? Yeah, they’re all still open for me.”

“Bleeding hells…” Azarus muttered.

Grey looked at me intently for a moment. “I think, Nathan, that it is time you share your racial Talents with us. That is, if you’re comfortable doing so.”

Azarus snapped his fingers. “Yeah. Yeah! Never heard of something like this, it must be that.”

“Okay…” I said, acquiescing. “Um. How do I do that? Can I just show you my Status, or do I have to write it out or something?” I paused for a second. “Wait. Would you even be able to read my handwriting? Did this language skill change the language I write in?”

Grey shook his head. “There are skills to observe another person’s base status, but they do not include racial Talents. Nor Talents in general, or Skills. You cannot simply show your Status to another. You’ll simply have to relay them to us verbally. As for the intricacies of Language Adaptation,” Grey smiled wryly. “We’ll save that for another time. Suffice to say, some scholars have spent their lives researching that one, common Talent.”

“Alright,” I replied. “I have three of them and that language talent. I’m gonna warn you though, they have pretty crappy explanations. The first one is called ‘Hidden Amidst the Spheres’ and it says ‘Veil your Status’. Second is ‘The Scintillant Blade’ and it says ‘Strike the root’, whatever that means. The last one is called ‘Dream of the Infinite’, and it says ‘Allows unshackled Aetherial growth.” I finished, looking expectantly at Grey.

He stroked his beard thoughtfully for a moment. “It must be the last one that’s causing this.” He murmured. “The first sounds like a defensive Talent, given to you in order to protect your Precursor status. The second…frankly, the explanation is opaque. Testing will be required in order to determine its effects. But the last…”

“Aetherial growth?” Azarus said, scratching his head. “Okay, so Aether is stuff that souls are made of, and what we absorb to level up. What does it mean by ‘unshackled’ Aetherial growth?”

“There has long been a theory,” Grey murmured distractedly. “That the reason Professions generate Impact is because the act of creation somehow affects the soul. In a positive manner, it is believed. The theory goes that by creating through the use of Professions, you impart some of your own refined Aether into your creations. By doing this, one ‘frees up’, so to speak, room in your soul for more to fill it. However, the boundaries of the soul are still accustomed to a greater density of Aether, and thus relax, rather than contract. When more Aether is introduced into the soul, the boundaries are more elastic and thus expand until they can tolerate no more. Through this, the theory states that Impact is merely the training of the soul to handle greater amounts and density of Aether. Coincidently, this theory was the life’s work of Silvain von Gradon, who penned the seminal work on Professions. However, to this day it remains only a theory, as it is beyond our ability to observe the inner workings of a soul. Hmm.”

Grey looked up from his muttering to see that both Azarus and I were staring at him blankly.

“Ah.” He said embarrassedly. “Forgive me. I lost myself for a moment. Suffice it to say, Professions are good for the soul.”

“Hells, I could have told you that,” Azarus said smugly.

Grey coughed into his fist.

“Returning to the point,” Grey said swiftly. “The wording of Nathan’s Talent is interesting. When it speaks of ‘Aetherial growth’, it must be referencing Professions. What is most interesting to me, is that it implies that restriction of only two Professions is a shackle, or perhaps a restriction. Thus, ‘unshackled Aetherial growth’ must mean that Nathan has no restrictions on the number of Professions that he can take.”

“Alright, but what good would that even do? I mean, if that means he could take all seven Professions, that would be splitting his attention too many different ways. It’s already hard enough to juggle two Professions.” Azarus said doubtfully.

“I have no idea! How exciting.” Grey said cheerfully. “Presumably there is some manner of benefit to taking so many Professions, but what it could be is unknown. Nathan told me earlier that his Talents were uncorrupted, despite his late Awakening. It is unlikely to be a detriment.”

“Well, okay. I’m down. You guys still have two other Professions, right? Let’s test it.” I told them.

“Aye.” Azarus nodded. “Let’s give it a shot.” Azarus extended his right hand to me once more.

I took it in my own right hand.

Azarus looked me in the eyes. “Do you wish to learn Smithing?”

“I do.” I felt that same spark again. When I did, I let go of his hand. “You’re supposed to feel a small spark when you accept a Profession, right? Well, I felt it again.”

Grey smiled broadly. “Excellent. My turn then.” He extended his right hand to me as well.

I took it.

Grey also looked me in the eyes. “Do you wish to learn Alchemy?”

I returned his stare. “I do.”

Spark.

I let go of his hand and nodded at him. “Felt it again.”

Azarus piped in. “Well? Don’t keep us waiting. See if it actually worked.”

“Alright, alright. Keep your pants on.” I told him. I picked the mirror back up again and looked at it. Again, I mentally opened up my Status.




	You have learned Blacksmithing!



	You have learned Medicinal Alchemy!



	Would you like to review your Professions?



	Y/N






Mentally selecting Yes, I brought up my Professions pane. Sure enough, two of the empty circles had been filled in on my Profession star.

But that wasn’t the only thing that had changed with it. In the space in the center of the star formed by the intersecting lines, something had appeared. It was hazy, and I couldn’t quite make it out, but it appeared to be another symbol written in blue-white light. Whatever it was, it was indistinct. I got the impression that it wasn’t finished.

I closed my Status and looked back up at Grey and Azarus.

“Well, it worked,” I told them. “I picked up Blacksmithing and Medicinal Alchemy.”

Grey smiled widely at me. “Excellent! I’ve never even-”

“Hold on.” I interrupted. “That’s not all. Something else is coming through in the middle of the star. It’s hazy, but it looks like another symbol. Can’t quite make it out though.”

Azarus was dumbstruck. “Couldn’t be.” He said, looking over at Grey. “Could it?”

Grey looked so excited he could explode. “My gods! An eighth Profession! I’m absolutely certain something like this has never happened before in the history of Vereden. Well, at the very least in the Post System era, that is.” He added offhandedly. “I have no conceivable idea what it could be. We must ensure that Nathan acquires it. Presumably, it will fully manifest once he has acquired the other three.”

Azarus groaned out loud, drawing our attention to him. “Slight problem with that. We can get him Wildshaping and Fleshcraft if we’re careful about it.” He said bitterly. “But like I said earlier, that shithead Magnus is the only Artist around for leagues.”

Grey paused in his excitement. “Ah…” He said slowly. “That is, indeed, a roadblock.”

I looked between them both. “So, what? We give up on the idea?”

We sat in silence for a moment. After being so excited at the idea earlier, Grey looked monumentally disappointed. I’m sure I looked disappointed too. Azarus just looked contemplative.

Noticing the look on his face, Grey said to Azarus. “What is it? Do you have an idea?” He said hopefully.

Azarus didn’t say anything for a moment, just staring off into space. After a moment, he leaned forward in his chair.

“There is one thing.” He said slowly. “Grey, you know how I have to leave town once a month for Smithing supplies, right? There’s shit all for good materials to be found around here.”

“Yes?” Grey said. “I believe you go to-” He paused for a moment. “Ah, I believe I see where you’re going with this. Do you know someone then?”

Azarus nodded. “Aye, I do. I could probably manage it.”

“Hold on,” I interjected. “Don’t keep me in the dark. What are you talking about?”

Azarus looked over at me. “Well, like I said, I leave for another, larger city every month for crafting materials. Place is called Rhoscara, pretty much the stronghold of one of the other ruling dwarven Houses other than the Savoy.”

Grey picked up his glass of water, long gone warm. “Your mother’s House, in fact.” He muttered into it.

Azarus nodded. “Aye.” He said solemnly.

I decided not to ask.

“Well,” Azarus continued, looking back at me. “I figure that nobody would care if I took my ‘slave’ with me to get my supplies.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Just like that? No guard is going to try and stop me?”

Azarus nodded. “Just like that. Nobody gives a shit what you do with your legal property, after all.”

“Terrible practice,” Grey said, shaking his head.

I thought about it for a moment before something came to me. “Wait a second. Hold on.” I said, raising a hand. “I’m going to say something right now, and I don’t want you two to get pissed about it, alright? It’s purely hypothetical.”

Grey and Azarus looked at each other for a moment before looking back at me. “Continue, please,” Grey said politely.

“Alright,” I started. “If me leaving town with Azarus is an option, and I can go with him to this other city, what’s stopping me from staying there? I mean, you said I don’t actually have the slave binding because they didn’t brand me correctly, right?” I told them. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful for what you two have done for me. If you’re right, this Magnus guy might have just ordered me killed, and I’m thankful for that. But despite being a Precursor, and despite whatever sick racials I may have, I’m a pretty ordinary guy. I don’t know anything about magic, or intrigue, or even how to fight. I can’t see how much help I’m going to be to you guys.”

Azarus crossed his arms while Grey nodded.

“You are correct in that you do not have a proper slave binding, Nathan,” Grey answered me calmly. “But there are two problems with what you say. The first is that although you may not possess a binding, you are still legally a slave within the dwarven Principality. If you decided to stay behind in Rhoscara, someone here would eventually notice your absence and report it to the slave catchers. We would never report you, but it would not be up to us. They would find you eventually, I can assure you. Dwarven slave-catchers are a rightly feared organization for their skill and prowess. They would be able to easily tell that you possess a false brand, and would remedy that and then deliver you back here, or to Magnus.”

“Not only that,” Azarus said gruffly. “But you still have a collar on.”

I looked at him. “What’s the problem with that? I thought this thing only worked with the right brand? We could just saw it off or something, right?”

Grey winced. “That is an exceedingly bad idea.” He said to me. “While you are correct about the relationship between a slave brand and the collar, that is not all that the collars do. Acting as an activation signal for a brand is merely one part.”

“Those damn things,” Azarus picked up. “Have other enchantments in them as well. First is a standard tracking spell. Doesn’t matter where you are, they can find you if you’re wearing one. Second, is the death enchantment.” He told me. “Whoever holds the control slate that a collar is bound to can activate an enchantment to kill whoever is wearing the collar at any time.”

I paled. “T-they can? How?”

Grey coughed into his fist. “Well,” He said delicately. “I’m given to understand that different collars have different, ah, functions. Some poison you, while others simply kill you instantly.”

“Magnus is a sadistic little shite, so he buys all kinds of collars for the ‘variety’. I can tell that yours is an explosion type, though.” Azarus told me bluntly, making an explosion with his hands. “Boom.”

“So, you’re telling me that I’m wearing a literal bomb collar right now,” I said, fighting a growing panic.

Grey shot Azarus a disapproving look. Azarus held his hands up in defeat.

Looking back at me, Grey said. “Calm yourself, Nathan. This is not as bad as it seems. I’m given to understand that House Savoy is well aware of Magnus’s predilections, and thus insured that he could not simply execute his slaves with impunity. After all, that would be a waste of good money. Thus, they ensured that the control slate was in the care of the manor Seneschal, Orinbar.”

“He’s an uptight bastard and doesn’t do enough to curb Magnus and his tantrums, but he’s made sure that slave deaths were kept to a ‘minimum’,” Azarus told me.

"Beyond that," Grey piped in. "Physically tampering with a slave collar in any meaningful degree will set off the death enchantment. So no, Nathan, we cannot simply 'saw off your collar', if you don't wish for a premature death."

I took a deep breath, held it for a moment, and then let it rush out of me. “Okay,” I said, still anxious. “I guess I’m with you guys. What’s the plan then? When do we leave for Rhoscara?”

“Ain’t no rush,” Azarus said. “We’ve got a few more days before I’m scheduled to leave again.”

“Besides, there are two other Professions you should learn first before you leave, Nathan,” Grey said to me. “I believe I have a good idea of how you can acquire Wildshaping. And you, Azarus? Do you know anyone amendable that knows Fleshcraft?”

Azarus smirked. “Oh yeah, I know someone. And they owe me.”

            

    
        Interlude 1 - Candlelight Liquor

    
    
    
    
                In a darkened room lit only by candlelight, two people sat at a small table nursing drinks. The sun had long set, and the calls of the various wildlife could be heard echoing outside the building. Curtains had been drawn over the window along the far wall to block out the light from the moon.

Azarus stared moodily down into his cup, finding it empty. He reached for the bottle sitting in the middle of the table to pour himself some more, only to find it empty as well. Across from him, Grey had long abandoned his own drink to stare contemplatingly off into the distance. He seemed as if he was a million miles away. Azarus sat the empty bottle back down to stare into his cup again.

After a few moments, Azarus spoke up. “So, what’s yer take on all this?”

Grey didn’t answer him.

Speaking louder this time, Azarus repeated himself. “I said, what’s your take?” He said. “Oi, Greycton. You there?”

Snapping out of his fugue, Grey directed his gaze back down to Azarus. “Ah.” He said slowly, as if he was only now realizing where he was. “Apologies, Azarus. What did you say?”

Pushing his empty cup away from him, Azarus said. “So, what’s your take on him? The Precursor guy.”

“In what way?” Grey said confusedly.

Throwing his hands in the air in frustration, Azarus answered him. “Pick one! The fact that he even exists, the fact that he might have some kind of eighth bleedin’ Profession, or, I don’t know. The fact that he somehow made his way here, to you of all bleedin’ people, in this bleedin’ situation! That don’t strike you as suspicious at all!?” He finished, raising his voice.

Grey leaned forward and shushed him. “Lower your voice. He only recently managed to fall asleep.”

Azarus relaxed slightly before looking back down at his cup. “My own damn house.” He muttered under his breath.

Grey sat back into his wheelchair with a sigh before staring off into the distance again. “I don’t know what to think, Azarus. Precursors have no rhyme or reason to the timing or location of their appearance. Some have postulated that the System itself chooses the ideal time for them to appear. Perhaps they’re right.”

“Don’t give me that shite. I know you ain’t some kind of Gyreite street preacher, hollering about how we need to trust in the System.” Azarus said, looking up at Grey and raising an eyebrow.

Grey made a frustrated sound. “What other explanation could there possibly be? I truly don’t believe that Nathan is either malicious or has ill intent. He was Unawakened, Azarus. At his age! He has no knowledge of even the most basic knowledge of our world, our society. He’s floundering. Frankly, I’m surprised he’s holding up as well as he is.”

“Holdin’ up, huh,” Azarus said, unimpressed. “I don’t know if we’re seeing the same thing. That guy is a mess. He’s a tangled-up ball of anxiety and confusion.”

Grey leaned forward. “Exactly my point. You know as well as I do the care that Elven slave-takers show to those they capture. I don’t know what he saw when he was captured, and I don’t intend to ask. Many of those that have undergone what he has simply shut down. I’m thankful that he’s not completely broken, at least. He will recover.”

Azarus settled down. “Yeah,” He said. “Alright, I guess.”

“Besides,” Grey said confusedly, settling down as well. “Where is this suspicion coming from? What could he have possibly done to bring this on?”

Azarus sighed. “Nothing, I suppose. It’s just a damn weird situation. Booze has my hackles up, I’m guessin’.”

They sat in silence for a moment.

“An eighth Profession,” Grey said wistfully. “I wonder what it could be.”

“No bloody idea,” Azarus grunted. “The seven we got already cover anything I could think of.”

Grey picked up his cup and took a sip of his drink. Grimacing at the taste, he set it back down. He looked back up at Azarus. “The thing is,” He began. “The thing is that this is actually, truly unprecedented. As you well imagine, I’ve spent a considerable amount of time poring over the Academy’s archives, if for no other reason than that I enjoy it. I’ve never seen even the slightest hint about what an eighth Profession could be. There isn’t even any true speculation about the existence of one, beyond academic fringe theories. Why would there be, after all? The Profession page only has seven spots on it, after all.” He shook his head. “The Academy likely has the oldest, most intact records still surviving from before Initialization. In all my years, nothing.”

Azarus smirked. “All your years, huh? Didn’t know you people had records back before dirt was invented.”

“Hilarious,” Grey said dryly, pushing his drink toward Azarus. With a nod, Azarus took it. Picking up the drink, Azarus mockingly saluted Grey with the cup and then downed what was left in one gulp. Grey grimaced. “Nasty stuff. Don’t know how you can stand it.”

“It’s an acquired taste,” Azarus said, finally slurring slightly. “Them Gnolls know how to brew a mean liquor.” Setting the empty cup down, he frowned at Grey. “So, we’re really doing this then? Putting all our hopes on a freshly Awakened? Man is only level one.”

Grey sighed. “What other choice do we have, Azarus?” He said tiredly. “I know people have expectations about my ability, but I’m at a loss. The slave binding is not something I’ve ever had the time to truly dive into. And now that I’ve been subjected to it, I find that I’ve been too crippled by that very binding to be able to truly research it. I have none of my tools, none of my assistants. I do not have my library or the resources I’ve built up over my long life.” His face fell. “I don’t have my daughter.”

Azarus still retained enough presence of mind to look away uncomfortably.

Visibly gathering himself, Grey continued. “I haven’t felt this weak or unprepared in centuries, and I do not appreciate the reminder. But, at this point, yes. I think that the only way I can contribute to our escape is by supporting our new friend. Perhaps he can perform a miracle where I have failed.”

“Cheers then,” Azarus said grimly, staring back down into the cup Grey gave him. “Here’s hoping we’re not buggered.”

The conversation lulled.

Stirring, Grey spoke hesitantly. “Have you…heard anything new? Perhaps from the new arrivals?”

Azarus shook his head. “Not much. You know I woulda told you if they’d said anything important.” He paused. “From what I heard, they were all just members of a fringe farming community eking out a living near the border with the forest. Not important enough to be involved. Supposedly there was a skirmish not far from their home that spooked ‘em enough they decided to make a break for it. Poor bastards. They’d‘ve likely been better off back home than chancing the knife ears.”

“I see,” Grey said quietly.

Azarus shifted. “They’re probably just regrouping right now. Laying low, yeah? They lost a lot of people in the Battle of Helstein. I’m sure the Uprising is doing fine without you.” He said awkwardly.

Grey leaned his elbows on the table and put his head in his hands. “I need to be there, Azarus. I need to be there, instead of here. This is a problem I quite literally created, and it’s my responsibility to moderate it. This senseless waste of life will not convince anyone in the House of Lords of the righteousness of their cause, much less the High King. I can only imagine what those vipers are whispering in his ear.” He finished bitterly, raising his head from his palms. His eyes were glowing a slight silver.

“Probably why they set this whole thing up,” Azarus replied, unperturbed.

Grey settled down. “Indeed.” He said morosely.

“Well,” Azarus said, raising his empty glass in a mock salute. “Here’s to our new friend then. May he miraculously solve all of our problems.” He finished, semi-mockingly.

After a moment, Grey reached for the empty bottle still sitting in the middle of the table. He picked it up and clinked it against Azarus’s glass. “May he perform a miracle.” He whispered.

            

    
        Chapter 12 - Gyre?

    
    
    
    
                I was woken up by pounding on the door to my new bedroom.

After our discussion yesterday, we discovered that we had spent all day talking. It had been twilight by the time we had finished, and we had made the decision to turn in early after everything that had happened. I suppose that they were tired from the whole branding procedure, while Azarus had also had to go out and speak to his cousin. Personally, I was also bizarrely tired. Maybe from the emotional rollercoaster of everything we had discussed.

With a groan, I sat up in bed. “I’m up! You can stop now!”

I heard a grunt outside the door from what could only be Azarus. “Get dressed and meet me in the kitchen. We have shit to do.” I heard, muffled by the door. After that, I heard him tromping away from the door and down the stairs.

Letting my head fall into my hands, I groaned tiredly. I guess we were going to try and get me one of those Professions we had talked about. I did as he said, swinging my legs off the bed and getting dressed. Exiting my room, I decided to check the door at the end of the hallway, hoping it was another washroom to take care of some business. Sure enough, when I opened the door, it was, remarkably similar to the one attached to Grey’s room. I entered and did what I had to.

When I finished, I stopped to take a look at myself in the mirror. Honestly, I looked much better than I had yesterday. Some color had returned to my skin and it looked like I had somehow filled back out a little. My skin didn’t seem to be hanging off of me as much as it had been. Maybe it was my Status that had helped me recover so quickly? What drew my eyes the most, however, was my collar.

I reached up a hand and laid it tentatively on its black metal surface. Hard to believe that this thing was some kind of magical bomb collar. It wasn’t even that large or thick, outside of the loop on the front to attach chains to. I couldn’t feel anything magical about it, although I suppose I wouldn’t be able to considering how new to this I was.

Remembering something else, I took off my shirt and turned my back to the mirror. Looking over my left shoulder, I tried to look for the brand that they had put on me.

Yup. There it was.

On my left shoulder was the decoy brand they had put on me. It looked like an S turned on its side with a diagonal slash mark through the center of it. It didn’t look as deep or as horrifically scarred as I would have assumed a brand to look. It honestly just looked like a neat, stylized burn that had healed over well. I guess that was because they used a healing potion on the mark right after they had placed it.

I wasn’t very happy about essentially being branded like cattle, but they’d already told me it didn’t have to be permanent. If we ever managed to get out of here, I was going to ask them to heal the brand first thing.

If.

I exited the washroom and went down to the kitchen. Inside, there was only Azarus.

Looking around, I asked him. “Where’s Grey?”

Not looking up from his porridge (Porridge? Again? Did they eat anything else?) Azarus said. “He’s busy. Everything we did yesterday set him back on the junk he needs to make for the Prince. Just you and me today. Grab a bowl and we’ll leave when you’re done.”

I stood in the doorway for a moment before doing what he said silently. Once I’d gotten a bowl of porridge, I sat down at the table. Azarus and I ate our breakfast in awkward silence.

Finishing my bowl, I set it aside for a moment before looking back at Azarus. “So…where are we going?”

Finally looking back up at me, Azarus answered me. “Going to see a guy named Vandimar. Like I said, this guy owes me a favor. See, he’s the nephew of Magnus’s Seneschal. A bit of a fuck up, he got in a spot of trouble with the law about a year back. Came running to me, and now I own him. Figuratively.” He said, smirking slightly.

I tilted my head in confusion. “If his uncle is such a big shot, why did he come to you?”

Azarus shook his head. “Nah, see. Orin is a bit of a hard ass. Real big on owning up to your mistakes. He would’ve let Van do the time.”

“And this guy can teach me one of the other Professions?” I ask, raising an eyebrow.

“Nope, he doesn’t give a rat’s arse about leveling or Professions or any of that. But, see, his pa begged Orin to give Van some kind of responsibility, and he did. Set him up as the owner of the only Butcher shop in town. So, he may not have any Professions, but his ‘slave’ does. We’re going to see if we can convince his Butcher to teach you Fleshcraft.” He finished, standing up and heading to the front door.

I stood up as well and followed him out the front door. Closing the door behind me, I saw that Azarus was waiting on me. With a jerk of his head, he motioned to the path out of his clearing away from the house. With a nod, I followed him out.

……………………………………...

We had walked maybe five minutes in silence before we stopped. Or rather, Azarus stopped abruptly.

“Fuck, I forgot.” He muttered to himself. Turning to me, he had an awkward look on his face. “Look, there are a few things you should know whenever we’re in town, yeah?”

“I’m listening,” I told him.

“Okay, so. Legally, you’re a slave. That means if you don’t want to raise suspicion, you’re going to have to act a certain way. Keep your head down, don’t stare at people, don’t look anyone in the eye. And, well,” He said, looking away and rubbing the back of his head. “If anyone talks to you, you have to refer to them as ‘Master’. If you don’t, they can probably get you punished. I’m telling you; you don’t want that.”

I frowned slightly. Okay, that sucked, but I guess I could deal. I told Azarus as much.

Nodding, Azarus continued, still awkward. “And uh, don’t be surprised if people kind of trip over themselves with me. I’m the only other noble in town, next to Magnus. Dwarves, we’re not big on being casual with people that are above us on the ladder, yeah?”

“Alright,” I answered him, slightly confused.

Nodding at me, Azarus set off back on the path. I followed him.

……………………………………...

Maybe ten minutes later of brisk walking, we reached town. I tried to keep my head down, but I could tell that it wasn’t quite as busy as it had seemed yesterday when I had been brought here. Could be that it just wasn’t that busy in the mornings, could be the new slaves had gotten the town in an uproar. I didn’t know, and honestly, I didn’t care all that much.

When we exited the path, Azarus’s demeanor changed visibly. Straightening his back and lengthening his stride, he seemed like he was walking around like he owned the place. He deliberately schooled his face into a neutral expression and kept his head facing forwards. I kept my head down as best I could.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see other dwarves stop at the sight of Azarus as we strode through town. Every time, every dwarf that I saw would bow slightly at the waist to him before moving on. Azarus ignored them and just kept walking with purpose.

Finally, Azarus stopped in front of one of the buildings. Looking up slightly to catch a glimpse of it, I couldn’t see anything that would necessarily make it a butcher shop. It didn’t even really have a sign.

Without turning to me on his left, Azarus whispered. “Watch this.”

I didn’t have time to question him before Azarus reared up his left leg and kicked the front door of the shop open with a bang. I heard a high-pitched shriek from inside the shop. “Van! Where are ya, ya little sh-” He stopped mid-sentence. “Eh?”

Two people were standing behind the front desk. The first, who was still shrieking slightly, was a male dwarf. He was the very image of a fop, with curly blond hair and a powdered face. He was wearing gaudy clothing in reds, blacks, and golds. No beard again, I noticed.

The other was the human woman that I had shared a wagon with that very first night after I had been captured. Raising my head in surprise, I stared at her. Initially, she was gaping at Azarus with wide eyes before noticing me. If anything, she seemed more shocked to see me than the huge dwarf that had kicked in the door.

“Who’re you?” Azarus said to the woman confusedly over the shrieks of the dwarf. “Where’s Danny? Gods dammit Van, will you shut the hell up? It’s just me!”

That seemed to get through to the dwarf, as he finally stopped shrieking and opened his eyes. “M-my lord?” He stuttered. “Oh, my lord, I wish you would stop doing that! It gives me such a fright!”

Behind him, I raised an eyebrow slightly. Now that I understood the language, I had noticed that Azarus had a slight accent, slightly Scottish to my ears. This ‘Vandimar’ though sounded completely different. If anything, he sounded like he had an Italian accent.

“Yeah, yeah,” Azarus said dismissively. “Who’s this? Where’s Danny?”

The powdered dwarf’s face dropped. “Oh, yes. That’s right. You haven’t been around for some time, my lord. Danny, well.” He looked away uncomfortably. “He was chosen for Lord Magnus’s little you-know-what. He didn’t make it.”

Azarus’s face darkened like a thundercloud. “That little shite.” He growled, clenching his fists. “When is he gonna stop doing that. It’s such a fucking waste.”

“As you say, my lord,” Vandimar answered him, his face lowered.

Azarus sighed, slumping slightly. “I’m sorry Van. I didn’t know.” He turned to the human woman. “I’m guessing this is his replacement?”

“Yes, my lord. I purchased her just yesterday, in fact. She was with the new arrivals. I tried to run the front desk for a time after losing Danny, but I couldn’t quite manage it well.” Vandimar said. Noticing me for the first time, he brightened. “Oh! Did you perchance happen upon a new employee as well, my lord?”

“Yeah,” Azarus nodded. “Got something to talk to you about. Why don’t we do it upstairs? You can stay down here, won’t take long.” He finished, speaking to me. Afterward, he started walking back to behind the desk, where some stairs to a second floor were set into the right wall. Vandimar scurried after him, leaving us two humans alone.

We stood in silence for a moment, avoiding each other’s gaze.

I tugged at my shirt nervously. “So-”

Hearing me speak, the woman jumped before staring at me.

“I can understand ye!” She said in surprise.

“Oh, yeah,” I said awkwardly. “I uh. I got Awakened.”

“So ye were Unawkened then.” The woman said, leaning forward. “We thought ye might be. Mighty strange, as old as ye are.”

“Yeah…” I said nervously. It just now occurred to me that we hadn’t settled on a cover story for why I had only just been Awakened. Shit.

Seeing how nervous I was, the woman dropped the topic. “Well, never did get properly introduced, now did we? The name’s Rachel Fergusson.” She said briskly, thrusting out a hand.

I stared blankly at her for a moment hurrying forward and taking her hand. She gave it a strong squeeze and shake before dropping it. I let go, shaking my hand. She was one hundred percent stronger than I was.

“Uh, my name is Nathan Hart. Nice to meet you?” I said to her.

“Hart? Like the deer? Nice name, always did like venison.” She said in surprise.

“Thank you? My parents gave it to me?” I replied, confused.

“Right, right. So, what’s yer story? We,” She paused, pain flashing across her face before vanishing. “We were mighty confused about how ye just appeared out of nowhere. Corporal Danvers thought ye might be some kind of rebel spy with the way he couldn’t Observe ye.”

Rebel. Wonder what that was about?

“Danvers, huh,” I said, unimpressed. “Was that the guy who knocked me out?”

“Aye,” She nodded. “He was the Army man assigned to our village. He was escorting us through the Barren Forest when, well.”

We stood in awkward silence for a moment. We both knew what had happened.

“So, how’s Vandimar?” I asked her, desperate to break the silence.

She started, having been lost in thought. “Oh, him? He seems alright, fer a stunty. When the knife ears told us we were going to get sold to some dwarves, I thought fer sure I’d be in bigger trouble. I heard,” She said, leaning forward. “That these stuntys really like human women. Thought I might’ve ended up in a brothel. Butcher shop suits me better.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “Who told you that?”

She paused. “Oh, me brother's wife’s cousin, Isabell. She might’ve been talking out her arse, though. She was a bit of dumb bint, System rest her soul.” She finished, making a strange gesture with her hands. First, she held up her right hand with all her fingers together and then brought up her left hand with only her pointer and middle fingers extended across the bottom of her right palm horizontally. It seemed to be representing seven fingers, for some reason.

I stared at her confusedly.

Noticing, she said to me. “Oh, ye don’t have the Church of the Gyre where yer from? It’s-”

She was cut off by Azarus and Vandimar tromping back down the stairs. At the sight of them, she clammed up.

Still standing behind the counter, Azarus jerked his head in the direction of the door behind him. “Cleared things up with Van. We’re good to go.” He pushed open the door with his right hand and held it open.

Still standing at the bottom of the stairs, Vandimar was staring at me, fascinated, as if I was a rare animal.

Stepping up awkwardly, aware everyone in the shop was looking at me, I walked through the door Azarus was holding open.

            

    
        Chapter 13 - Steak and Surgery

    
    
    
    
                Stepping through the door, I entered what seemed to be a preparation room. It was tiled, with long tables laden with tools and knives along the wall. There were hooks hanging from the ceiling, and a visible drain set into the middle of the room. The room had two other doors in it, other than the one we had entered into, one regular wooden door on the far wall, and one large metal one on the left-hand side.

Azarus had his arms crossed as he looked around the room. He seemed like he was looking for something.

“Ahem,” I heard from behind me. “If I could…?”

Turning around, I saw that Vandimar was standing politely behind me. “Ah,” I said, realizing. I moved out of the way of the door to let him through.

Smiling at me, Vandimar said. “Thank you, my friend.” Having said that, he moved into the room before turning around and addressing Rachel who was staring at us through the door. “We won’t require your services for this, my dear. Simply call for me if you need assistance while I’m conducting my business with Lord Azarus and his associate. We’ll continue your training when I’m done.”

Over the top of him, I could see Rachel silently nod her head.

I guess she only felt like being chatty with me.

Nodding back at her, Vandimar shut the door behind him. Turning back around, he clapped his hands together. “So! On to business!” He said, smiling again. “Lord Azarus says that you need to learn Fleshcrafting? Well, I just so happen to employ a butcher of some skill!”

“Don’t see him,” Azarus grunted, off to my side.

I started, not having heard him move closer to me. I shot him a side glance, still seeing that he had his arms crossed. Turning back to Van, I started to address him before remembering what Azarus had said earlier. “Ah, ‘Master’ Vandimar,” I said, cringing internally. “You-”

Vandimar interrupted me, chuckling and waving his hand. “Oh, you can dispense with all of that. I don’t agree with the practice of modern Luminaran slavery.”

Raising both eyebrows, I turned to Azarus. Seeing me looking at him, he nodded back silently.

Turning back to Vandimar, I said to him. “Alright, so you said you employ this person? Is the butcher a dwarf? Is it going to be a problem for them to teach me the Profession?”

Vandimar shook his head. “No, I’m afraid that they too are a human slave. I very much doubt that he’ll have a problem with teaching, considering his proclivities.” He said, moving past us further into the room. “I say that I employ them, because I pay them a wage. You see, while slaves cannot legally accrue capital and pay to free themselves, nothing is stopping a supportive employer from setting aside a wage for them so they can be freed.”

I crossed my arms. “What’s stopping you from just freeing Rachel and this butcher right now? Azarus told me you’re the nephew of the Seneschal, don’t you have the money to do it now?”

Turning back to me, Vandimar had a surprised look on his face. “Is that the impression you had of me? If so, thank you for the compliment.” He said, fanning his face dramatically. “But sadly, no. While dear Uncle Orin might be the current Seneschal for Lord Magnus, my family isn’t terribly wealthy. We’re gentry, after all, not true nobles. My employees are still slaves legally owned by Lord Magnus and thus loaned to me. I set enough aside in the hope that if I present enough to him, he will release them from their servitude.”

Azarus scoffed. “Fat chance of that.”

“Well, hope springs eternal,” Vandimar said to him, smiling forlornly. “It’s all I can do. If I’m successful, perhaps I can repeat the process. Despite not being a social equal to Lord Magnus, he doesn’t dare dismiss me from his service. He relies on Uncle Orin for all things. Why, I even wonder if his household could function at all without him. He would have to assign me new slaves in order for the town’s only butcher shop to continue functioning. Speaking of!” He clapped again. “Bleddyn! Are you around?”

Off to my side, I heard noises coming behind the large metal door set on the left wall. Turning to it, I watched as someone on the other side tried to open it. It seemed to get stuck though.

“Damn thing.” I heard someone on the other side of the door mutter through the crack between the door and the frame. With a grunt of effort, the door was fully opened. Striding out of the now-open doorway was another human, a man this time. He was tall, over six feet at the very least, with thick shaggy hair, pitch black in color. Piercing blue eyes were set into a handsome, square-jawed face adorned with a closely cropped beard, as dark as his hair. He was heavily muscled, with scars visible across his mostly bared chest, only blocked by the heavily stained butcher’s apron that he was wearing.

Christ, this guy was so good-looking that if I hadn’t heard Vandimar call him ‘Bleddyn’, I would have wondered if his name was Chad. He looked like he had walked right off of the cover of a bodice-ripper novel aimed at lonely housewives.

Vandimar beamed at him. “There you are, my friend! I was wondering where you had wandered off to!”

Picking up a rag from a nearby bench, the man addressed Vandimar while letting his eyes drift over me and Azarus. “I told you that we needed to get the door to the locker replaced, Van. The damned thing is too warped to fit the frame, it’s going to cause the meat to spoil.” He said, wiping his hand clean on the rag.

Vandimar cringed slightly. “Ah,” He said nervously. “I would, but…”

Sighing, the man dropped the rag back on the bench and crossed his arms. “Just take the cost for the replacement out of my ‘pay’. Not a big deal, not at this point.”

I crossed my arms in puzzlement. There it was again, another new accent. This time, this Bleddyn guy sounded like he had a slight Irish accent. Wasn’t this supposed to be an entirely new planet? How the hell did so many people have accents that sounded like they were from Earth?

Catching the movement, the man addressed me. “We have a problem, friend?” He said flatly.

Dropping my arms and raising my palms to face him, I said to him. “Nope. No problem. Just thought you sounded familiar, is all.”

“Hmm.” He said, noncommittedly. Turning to Azarus, he nodded at him. “Azarus. Been awhile.”

Azarus nodded back at him. “Bleddyn. Heard about Danny. Sorry to hear about that.”

The man lowered his head. “Yeah. Ain’t we all.” Raising it back up, he addressed all of us. “So, what’s this about?”

I looked at Azarus. He looked at me. We both looked at Vandimar.

Vandimar cleared his throat. “Ah, well. Lord Azarus has brought his new associate here,” He gestured to me. “Here to you. He’s expressed interest in learning Fleshcrafting.”

The man, Bleddyn, sized up Azarus. “'Associate’, huh.” He said, unimpressed. “Didn’t think you were the type.”

Azarus stared back at him unflinchingly. “S’complicated. Normally wouldn’t, but he was Unawoken when he was brought in. Magnus would have probably thrown him to the dogs. Just trying to do right by him now.”

Bleddyn relaxed slightly. “Yeah, okay. I get it.” He turned a curious eye my way. “Unawoken, huh. How’d that happen?”

I fidgeted awkwardly. I was reminded again about how we hadn’t settled on a cover story.

Fuck it, I’ll do it myself.

I straightened up and opened my mouth to answer him, but Azarus beat me to it.

“He’s from one of those isolated villages from beyond the northern mountains.” He said bluntly. “Ventured south, and got caught up in an elven raid. Never heard of the System before in his life. Ain’t that right?” Azarus finished, turning an eye on me.

So did everyone else’s in the room.

I felt my own twitch slightly. “Yeah, sure. Sounds about right.”

“Alright,” Bleddyn said, nonplussed. “So, you want to learn Fleshcraftin’? Why?”

This, at least, I had a good reason for. Grey and I’d had a small conversation last night before bed about Fleshcrafting and its options, and I’d made up my mind to actually try and choose which specialization I received.

“Looking to learn Surgery,” I answered him. “Healing is a highly respected role in my, uh, village. I always wished I had gone for it when I was younger, but I never had the chance. There was always, uh, someone I wished I could have helped.”

Bleddyn and Vandimar exchanged a glance before looking back at me. Bleddyn raised an eyebrow. “Surgery, huh.” He said thoughtfully. “Not a bad path.”

“Are you fine with this, my friend?” Vandimar asked Bleddyn worriedly.

Azarus raised an eyebrow. “What’s to be fine with? Just asking him to teach a Profession. Not asking him to bleeding marry the man.”

Bleddyn ignored him. “We didn’t get introduced.” He said before walking over to me and stretching out a hand. “Names Bleddyn, of Clan Thunderheart.”

I took his hand and shook it. “Nathan Hart, of, uh, nowhere in particular.”

Couldn’t exactly tell him I was from Texas.

“Right,” He said, unfazed. “I’ll do it. But you have to understand a few things. First, I’m not a Butcher.”

I raised an eyebrow and glanced around the room with all the butchering equipment in it that we were standing in.

He waved a hand irritatingly. “This is just the only place that bastard Magnus-” I could see Vandimar wince slightly out of the corner of my eye. “Was willing to stick me. See, I’m actually a Barber.”

“So…you cut hair?” I asked him, confused.

He raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Barbers where you’re from only do hair? Whatever, doesn’t matter. A proper Barber doesn’t only do hair, they care for teeth and do some surgery as well. Barbery is related to Surgery, after all. It’s an all-rounder version combination Profession of the more specialized Surgeon, Dentist, and Stylist.”

“It’s useful in more isolated towns and villages that don’t have access to big city Professions,” Azarus remarked. “Didn’t know you weren’t a Butcher. Why’d Magnus stick you here?”

“Not like you asked. Who expects a Barber to be doing Butcher’s work?” Bleddyn answered. “And like I said, this is the only place he was willing to put me. Too paranoid to let a slave Barber do any work near him. After all, a Barber does a lot of blade work close to some very important bits. Doesn’t trust a slave not to slit some throats.”

“Aye.” Azarus nodded. “That sounds like Magnus. Would ya have done it?”

Bleddyn shrugged. “Hells, I don’t know. Maybe? Can’t say I’m too happy about being a slave.” He paused. “I’d ‘ve done Magnus though. In a damn heartbeat.”

Vandimar shuddered and wiped his brow. “Can we please stop talking about the murder of the legal Lord of this town? You know how he is.”

“Alright, alright,” Bleddyn held up his hands. “But like I said, he didn’t want me practicin’ Barbery, so he stuck me in a Butcher shop. Accordin’ to him, it’s all meat in the end. Secondly.” He paused and then continued slowly. “Secondly, if I teach you this Profession, you have to understand a few things. Among my people, teaching someone a Profession isn’t as casual as it is among you low-landers. If we teach a Profession, we have a responsibility to them. You don’t always have to enter into a master-apprentice relationship, but you have to at least show them the ropes. If you’re anglin’ for Surgeon, I figure I have a few things I can show you. If you’re not willing to accept some teachin’, I can’t help you.”

Azarus crossed his arms. “So, you’d want him to come back from time to time, huh?”

“That’s right,” Bleddyn said, not taking his eyes off of me.

I looked between the both of them. “One sec,” I told Bleddyn. Afterward, I walked over to Azarus and jerked my head in the direction of a corner away from Bleddyn and Vandimar. Azarus nodded at me and we walked over there. Leaning in, I spoke in a whisper. “Is that fine? You know, considering everything?”

“Should be,” Azarus whispered back. “It’s not uncommon for slaves to run errands for their masters. Anyone asks, we could just say you were coming down to the shop to get me some meat.”

Straightening back up, I turned back around and walked over to Bleddyn.

“Alright?” He asked curiously.

“Yeah, it’s fine.” I nodded. “I’m willing to accept those terms. I could use a little coaching.”

“Gotcha. Remember, if you want Surgery, you have to concentrate on it during the acceptance. Just keep it at the front of your mind, yeah?” Bleddyn said to me before stretching out his right hand for me. “Do you wish to learn Fleshcrafting?”

I scrunched up my face in concentration, trying to think about how much I wanted Surgery. Still concentrating, I took his right hand in my own. I looked him in the eye. “I do.”

This one’s for you, Dad.

Between our palms, I felt that small electric tingle again.

Letting go of his hand, I nodded at him. “Think it worked? I felt a small shock.” I said, playing dumb. Can’t exactly tell him I’d done this four times already.

Bleddyn smiled at me. “Aye, if you felt that, then it worked just fine. Don’t have a handy mirror on me right now to check it out-”

“Oh!” Vandimar interjected. “I do, in fact! I grabbed one once Lord Azarus told me the reason for his visit. Please, feel free to use it.” Having said that, he scurried over to my side. Looking down, I could see him digging out a small handheld mirror that he had hidden in a pocket. Once he got it out, he handed it to me.

“Thanks,” I said to him.

He beamed back at me. “You’re very welcome!”

Bringing the small mirror up to face level, I looked into it and mentally opened my Status.




	You have learned Fleshcrafting!



	You have learned Surgery!



	Would you like to review your Professions?



	Y/N






Mentally selecting Yes, my Professions page opened up on the mirror. Sure enough, a fifth circle had been filled in at a point on the star, this time with a small scalpel symbol. The symbol in the center of the heptagram in the center of the star was still blurry, however. The only thing that had changed about it though was that the blue-white glow around it was maybe a little stronger? Maybe.

Closing my status, I looked back up at Bleddyn and smiled slightly at him. “Yeah, it worked. Managed to get Surgery, too. Glad I didn’t mess that up.”

“Good.” He said, nodding firmly. “Now we just need to get you out here every once in a while for some lessons.” Moving his head in the direction of Azarus, he spoke to him. “Have an idea when that could be?”

Azarus shoved off the wall that he had started leaning on during our conversation. “Hmm.” He murmured. “Might be a bit. Got plans for the next few weeks. I’m heading out of town soon. Taking him with me.”

“Oh! Is it time for your monthly trip to Rhoscara, my lord?” Vandimar said excitedly. “Do you mind…?”

Azarus rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll get you your pipeweed, as usual.”

“Thank you, my lord. I do appreciate you indulging me on this.” Vandimar said, bowing slightly.

Bleddyn wrinkled his nose. “Disgustin’ habit. Can’t stand the smell.”

“My friend, I don’t smoke for the smell, of all things.” Vandimar smiled at him.

Azarus coughed into his fist. “Well, that’s all we needed. We’re heading out, yeah?” He said, looking over at me.

I nodded, having no particular reason to stay.

“Ah, I do have a gift for you, now that I think about it,” Vandimar said to Azarus. He hurried over to the large metal door that Bleddyn had come out of earlier and started to tug on it, ineffectually. After a few moments, he looked back over his shoulder at Bleddyn. “Perhaps a little help?”

Rolling his eyes, Bleddyn walked over and yanked the door open enough for Vandimar to enter. Vandimar hurried through the crack. We could hear some rummaging around sounds, and then he came back out carrying a package bound in a waxy cloth tied with twine.

“We recently came into a fine heifer bound for Lord Magnus’s dinner table. We kept a few choice slices for ourselves though, and I thought you might like some nice steaks, Lord Azarus.” Vandimar said, beaming. He handed the package to Azarus.

“Well, don’t mind if I do.” Azarus accepted the package happily. He nodded to him and then Bleddyn. “Time for us to head out, I think.” He said, before heading to the door we’d entered from and opening it. “’scuse me.” I heard, beyond the door.

I looked back over at Vandimar and Bleddyn. “Thanks,” I told them. “I guess I’ll see you later.” Seeing Vandimar smile at me, and Bleddyn nod I hurried out after Azarus. Entering back into the shop I could see Azarus waiting for me at the door, and Rachel looking at me curiously.

“See you later, too,” I said to her as I passed her. I saw her blink at that.

Azarus opened the door, and we both stepped through it back into town.

Two more Professions left, then.

            

    
        Chapter 14 - Divine History Lesson

    
    
    
    
                We stepped out directly into the sunlight outside Vandimar’s butcher shop. Taking a guess based on the intensity of the sun, we might have only been inside for an hour and a half. It must have only been about midday.

Aware that we were out in public again, I tried to adopt a more subservient pose standing behind and to the left of Azarus.

Without turning to face me, Azarus grunted. “Going home.” He set off back in the direction we had come into town from.

I followed him without a word, aware of the eyes on us.

……………………………………..

Once we reached the secluded path that led back to Azarus’s house, I relaxed and sped up until I was walking side by side with him. He glanced at me and nodded.

“So,” I said. “Interesting character. Not what I was expecting from what you’d told me about him.”

“Hrmm, think I was too harsh. Van isn’t a bad guy, just a bit flighty.” Azarus mused. “Wasn’t some huge crime he committed, anyway. Just got mixed up with bad types and owed some gambling debt.”

I nodded. “And that Bleddyn guy? What’s your take on this whole mentorship thing?”

“Hill folk,” Azarus answered. “They’ve always been a bit strange. Well, stranger than the rest of you humes, anyway. No offense.”

“Hey, I’m not even from around here. Really not from around here. Only point of contact I have with the rest of humanity in these parts is Grey, and I guess that Rachel chick.” I said to him, unbothered.

Azarus turned his head slightly to look at me. “So, what’s the story there? You haven’t been around here long enough to really know anyone.”

I shook my head. “I don’t, not really. Know her, I mean. She was just a member of the caravan that, uh, ‘took me in’ after I was dumped on this planet. I only saw her a few times after they were raided. None of us could really talk to each other, or even wanted to after what had happened. The raiders didn’t want us to, either. Saw a few people get beaten during rest stops for trying.”

Azarus shook his head. “Typical knife ears.” He muttered darkly.

I was quiet for a moment. “So those were really elves? They seemed so…hateful. Brutal. In stories back home, elves were always depicted as kind, and wise. Not bloodthirsty murderers.”

Azarus stopped in the middle of the road. I continued for a moment before realizing and stopping. Turning around, I could see that he had a queer, hesitant look on his face.

Scratching his chin, Azarus spoke. “Answer to that question is complicated, ya know? Grey might be the better person for it.”

I looked him in the eye. “Yeah, maybe,” I said to him. “But I’m asking you.”

Taking a deep breath, Azarus nodded. “Alright, but let’s keep walking.” He told me. “We still got something I’d like to do after we get home.” He set off again, and I followed him.

We walked in silence for a moment while Azarus gathered his thoughts.

“Gods.” He started. “The answer to that question lies with the Gods.”

“Gods, huh,” I said thoughtfully. “So, they’re real here? It’s hard to tell something like that, back home.”

“Aye,” Azarus said somberly. “Sometimes we wish they didn’t exist either. Now, this all goes back thousands of years. The date wouldn’t have meant anything to you before now, but for this it does. We’re currently living in the year 2347 SI, or System Initialized. Now before the System, that was really the age of the Gods. Back in those days, there were fourteen of them. Seven Gods of Order, and seven Gods of Chaos. Way I’ve been told, that didn’t always translate to good and evil, but it was a decent guidepost.”

He paused to collect his thoughts.

“What history we still have after all the devastation of the war, tells us they were mighty fractious. They’d get into scraps all the time, for thousands of years before the System was even an idea. But something changed between ‘em a couple of hundred years before the System. Went rabid, they did. Launched a bloody great war between, well, everyone. All the planets back then were connected in a huge teleportation network. The fighting stretched across all of ‘em, and all the races that lived on ‘em. The War in Heaven, it’s called now.”

“Back up for a second.” I interrupted. “Teleportation network?”

“Aye.” Azarus nodded. “It’s still around today, but we’re closed off from all but one of the planets, and relations are strained with who we still have access to. Plenty of people over the years have tried to repair it, but can’t make heads or tails of the damn thing. Way they talk, it’s not something that can be fixed from our end. But, getting back to it.” He shot me a look.

I held up my hands in surrender.

“So, from what I’ve been taught, the War happens, and Order loses. They lose hard. They only manage to take out one of the Chaos gods, while all but two of the Order gods are slaughtered in the fighting. One of those gods rules the planet we’re still connected to, Indiqua.” He told me. “Set themselves up as the immortal leader of the Orcs. Went bloody great for them, way I hear it. She raised ‘em up, and now they’re more powerful than the Kingdom and the Principality combined.”

I nodded. “Orcs, huh,” I murmured.

“Orcs,” Azarus confirmed. “Ruled by the bloody Goddess of Prosperity herself.”

“So, what happened with the elves then?” I asked. “Are they being led by one of those Chaos gods?”

Azarus sighed. “No, that would have probably been better than what actually happened. See, elves are still attached to their god. They always were. The God of Freedom. Except these days, he’s just called the Mad God. Something went wrong with him in the last days of the War. Maybe it was the War itself. Maybe it was something a Chaos God did. We don’t know, but we know what happened. The War ended, and he came back to the elves different. More a slavering, bloodthirsty beast than the wild-hearted lover of adventure he was supposed to have been.”

Azarus sighed.

“He changed ‘em, over time.” He told me. “That’s what Gods do, apparently. From what I’ve been told, they were like what you said. Before, they were kind, and wise, and free-spirited. More spirits of nature that walked like you and me than a normal person. They’d grow cities out of a forest that would bring a tear to yer eye. Peacemakers, too. It was them that kept tensions between the humans and the dwarves down. But, after a while, that changed. First, they tried to treat him. Who bloody knows how? How do you fix a God? That didn’t work, and then he started to affect them. They got more violent, less kind. They lashed out at other races. Then, they went to war with them, because by then the only thing he wanted was blood.”

I nodded to show I was still listening. “So, what about us?” I said, gesturing back and forth between us. “Do humans and dwarves have to worry about a god driving us crazy?”

Azarus shook his head. “Nah, the Gods that humes and dwarves worshipped died in the war. They were two of the Order gods, and they died with the rest of them.” He gave me a serious look. “Honestly, after seein’ what happened to the elves, good riddance. Don’t like the idea of someone or something that can influence me without even trying. Don’t go spreading that around though.”

I gave him a curious look. “Why not?”

“Well, even though they’re all dead, there are still some people that worship ‘em. Don’t need some god-botherer getting up in my business ‘cause I don’t think much of 'em.” He said gruffly, making a dismissive gesture.

Azarus went quiet for a moment. I let him, absorbing what he’d told me. Good God gone bad, eh.

“Getting back to it, the years after the elves went nuts were pretty damn bad.” He said to me. “Right after the System happened, when things were already bad. Just made things go from bad to worse. Course, it’s not like I was there. This all happened in my ancestor’s ancestors’ times. But we know they didn’t last as an Empire after that. They just started fighting until they couldn’t fight anymore. Turned to raiding and pillaging when they couldn’t muster up a fighting force. You must’ve came across one of the groups that does slave catching on the side. Bad luck, that.”

“Yeah,” I muttered. “And right after that caravan captured me too.”

“Hmm.” Azarus nodded.

We walked quietly for a moment. I was digesting what he had told me when thought struck.

“Hey, you said the Chaos Gods won that war, right?” I asked Azarus.

“Yeah? Why?”

“Well, what happened to the rest of them? You said six of them survived, right?”

Azarus snorted. “Hells if I know. It’s not like I made a study of this, yeah? It’s just common knowledge.”

“Oh,” I said, disappointed.

“Ah, well,” Azarus shrugged. “I do know that none of them are on Vereden though, so there’s at least that. Got enough trouble with the Mad God.”

I nodded quietly at that.

We spent the rest of the walk home in silence.

Felt more comfortable, though.

……………………………………...

We arrived back at Azarus’s house before long. Couldn’t have been more than ten minutes after we’d finished our conversation.

I stood off to the side while Azarus unlocked his door and then followed him inside.

“Grey!” He shouted in the entryway. “We’re back! Where are you!”

“In the kitchen!” I heard a weary voice cry from farther in.

We both went farther into the house, Azarus in front of me. Before long, we entered the kitchen. Sitting in his wheelchair at the table, Grey was slumped over a mug of something with steam rising from it. Seeing us come into the kitchen, he flashed a brief, tired smile our way.

“Well? How did it go? Were you able to acquire Fleshcrafting?” He asked me.

I nodded at him, slightly concerned. “Yeah, went fine. I ended up going for Surgery like I said I would. How about you, though? You look worn out.”

Grey grimaced. “Ah, well. Let’s just say that my work for the Prince is quite exhausting with this collar around my neck.”

Azarus leaned up against the wall near the doorway. “You finished then?” He asked awkwardly, crossing his arms.

Grey nodded at him. “Yes, indeed I did. I packed everything into the crate already.”

“I’ll take it up to the mansion tomorrow then.” Azarus sighed.

I looked between the two of them. “What does this guy even have you making?”

“Higher tier items that are difficult to acquire through normal means.” Grey sighed as well. “Potions, elixirs, enchantment disks of greater strength, magical tools. With my level of knowledge, I’m capable of producing many things. And unfortunately, under a slave compulsion, I have no choice but to obey.”

Azarus grunted, frowning. “Sure he’s making a damn fortune hawking all of it, too. The bastard.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not,” Grey whispered to himself thoughtfully before forcing a smile. “But enough of that! Now that you’re home, I believe you told me you had more plans for the evening, Azarus?”

I looked over at Azarus with a raised eyebrow. Seeing me looking at him, he nodded at me.

“Aye, I do.” He said, before walking over to the table and sitting down in a chair. “We’re going back out in a bit, I reckon.”

“Are we going to try and get the other Profession I can still get here? Wildshaping, right?” I asked him.

Azarus shook his head. “No, we can do that tomorrow, or even the next day depending on how today goes. No, I’m thinking it’s time to get you some levels. We’re heading out to the forest to kill some monsters.”

I straightened up in my chair. “Wait, seriously? How’s that going to work? I don’t know how to fight at all.”

“It’s fine, I’m not expecting you to fight much. We’re pretty much going to go out, I’ll grab some of the weaker monsters, and you’ll kill ‘em with a weapon I’ll give you.” Azarus said dismissively.

“I mean, are you sure?” I said doubtfully.

I wasn’t nervous about being around literal monsters that could rip me apart at all. Honest.

Grey cleared his throat. “I assure you, Nathan. You won’t be in any true danger, at least at this point. Azarus is more than capable of dealing with the low-tier monsters that spawn on these lands.”

“Besides,” Azarus interjected. “You’re going to have to get over it. If you want to advance at all, you need to get used to fighting monsters.”

Grey shot him a look.

Azarus held his hands up defensively. “Hey, I’m just saying. You know I’m right.”

I took a deep breath before nodding. “Alright. Okay. I’ll give it a shot.”

“Good,” Azarus said, standing up from his seat. “Follow me to the forge out back. I’ve got some weapons you can choose from.” Having said that, he moved to the door that led outside on the back wall of the kitchen. Opening it, he exited into the backyard, leaving the door open behind him for me to follow.

I exhaled and stood up to follow him as well.

“Nathan, a moment.” I heard from Grey.

Turning my head to face him, I saw that he had a comforting smile on his face.

“Truly, it won’t be that bad. Although bluntly said, Azarus is correct. Combat is simply a fact of life if you desire any form of strength in this world.” Grey said. “It’s especially important if you wish to free either of us from our current situation.”

“No pressure then,” I muttered under my breath. Nodding at Grey, not trusting myself to speak, I followed Azarus out the back door.

            

    
        Chapter 15 - Pokey Stabby

    
    
    
    
                When I reached the forge that Azarus had mentioned, I found that he was rummaging around in a large cabinet in the back. Looking around, I could see that the structure was pretty well outfitted, as far as I could tell. There were tables, large metal cabinets, and tools all over. There was also the forging area itself, as well. There was the expected large anvil and a spacious kiln with an oversized bellows resting nearby. Azarus was sorting through the largest cabinet in the room.

He must have heard me come in because he spoke to me without turning around. “Oi, come over here.” He said to me, motioning me closer behind his back.

I did as he said without complaint. As I did, I was able to make out the contents of the tall cabinet better. Haphazardly stacked inside were weapons of all shapes and sizes. Swords, daggers, maces, spears. You name it, I could see an example inside. Actually, the cabinet seemed to hold much more than its admittedly large size seemed able to hold.

“Is the cabinet enchanted or something?” I asked Azarus curiously.

He turned away from his rummaging to give me an incredulous look. “That’s what you have to say? Look at all of this! Ain’t you impressed? I made ‘em all meself!” He said, slipping deeper into his accent and gesturing to the weapons.

“Cool, I guess?” I said uncertainly. “Dude, I don’t know the first thing about weapons. It’s the magic that catches my interest the most.”

Azarus slumped. “Aye,” He said tiredly. “Standard spatial enhancement. Not uncommon. Now enough of that. We need to pick you out a weapon. Now I know this is a long shot, but do you have preferences?”

I shrugged uncertainly. “I mean, I’ve always thought swords were kinda cool? Doesn’t everyone?”

“Hmm.” Azarus stepped away from the cabinet to size me up. I shifted awkwardly under his gaze. “A sword, eh. Probably not a good idea.”

“Why not?” I asked curiously.

Azarus scratched his chin under his beard. “Well, despite what the stories tell you, swords are bloody difficult to use. You can’t just pick one up and start waving it around without practice. You’re more likely to hurt yourself than the other guy.”

“I mean, you’re the expert.” I paused. “I assume, anyway. I never did ask you what your Professions are.”

Azarus blinked before nodding. “Aye, that’s right. I didn’t think about it. Well anyway, I’m a Weaponsmith and a Construction Engineer.”

“Construction Engineer? If that means the same thing as it does back home, you…design and build, I guess buildings?”

Azarus shrugged before waving his hand back and forth. “Eh, sort of. There’s some nuance to it, and it’s a bit wider than you’d assume. But that ain’t important right now, we’re talking weapons. You have any other preferences?”

I stared at him flatly. “Dude, I don’t know. You’re the one who makes them, I’m guessing you have an idea about what I should use.”

He scratched the back of his head embarrassedly. “Ah, well. You’re right, I do. I just didn’t want to hand you something you’d hate if you had something in mind.” He cleared his throat. “I’m thinking we start you off with a spear.”

“Pointy stick, got it.” I nodded.

Azarus rolled his eyes. “A bit more than that.” He said sarcastically. Turning back to the cabinet, he groped around inside of it for a moment before grabbing hold of something. Pulling it out, I could see that it was a spear. Plainly decorated, it seemed to be roughly seven feet in length and made of dark brown wood. The actual point of the spear seemed to be leaf-shaped and formed of a shining silver material, probably steel. “Catch.” He lightly tossed the weapon in my direction.

I started before fumblingly catching the spear. Holding it in my hands, I was surprised at how light it felt. I guessed it might only weigh somewhere under ten pounds. Looking up at Azarus, I said. “And what am I supposed to do with this?”

Azarus jerked his head in the direction of the doorway. “C’mon, let’s get you a little more comfortable with that.” He walked past me out of the forge. I followed him, still carrying the spear. Once outside, I saw that Azarus had moved a little bit away from the forge in the open area in front of his house. Coming to stand not far from him, I rested the butt of the spear in the grass.

Azarus crossed his arms. “Now, at your level, a spear ain’t too complicated. You pretty much just need to know how to thrust, how to block with it, and how to smack things away from yourself. Give it a go, yeah?”

I stared at him blankly for a moment before glancing around. “What, on you?”

He nodded encouragingly. “Yup.”

“What if I hurt you?” I asked nervously.

Azarus uncrossed his arms and stifled a chuckle into his fist. “You won’t.”

“I mean, are you sure?”

He threw up his hands. “For godsakes, just poke me already!”

“Alright, alright already,” I muttered. Taking a deep breath and grabbing the spear with both hands, I set it horizontally. Exhaling, I stabbed the spear forward at Azarus.

The spear point stopped on contact with him. Hell, it didn’t even rip his clothes. I stared uncomprehendingly for a moment before realization set in and I felt embarrassed. Of course you weren’t going to hurt him, dumbass. He’d kind of alluded to being high-level the other day. I drew the spear back.

“Not bad for a first try,” Azarus said, unbothered. “But you’re holding it wrong. Get in a stance again.”

I did as he said, this time without question. When I did, he moved over to my side. Grabbing my hands, he moved them on the spear.

“More like that. Gotta change your footing, too.” He said. He nudged my feet into different directions as well. Taking a step back to look at me, he tsked. “Straighten your back and set your shoulders.”

I did as he said. The new stance he had put me into felt a little awkward and I told him so.

Azarus nodded. “Aye, it probably does. You’ll get used to it though. Might pick up Spear Proficiency today. Give it another go, yeah?”

I gripped the spear firmly in the new stance and thrust at him. This time, even I could tell that I had delivered more force. Still stopped on contact, though.

“Better,” Azarus said, nodding. “Let’s try a block next, yeah? Set the spear up across your body.”

I set the spear up horizontally around shoulder height with my hands spaced evenly on the haft.

“More outward,” Azarus told me.

I did as he said.

“Alright, now I’m going to smack it a little. Try and keep a hold of it.” Having said that, he stepped closer and brought his right hand up in an axe shape, and chopped down lightly at the midway point of the spear.

I buckled, not anywhere prepared for the amount of force he’d delivered in that one tiny chop. The spear itself visibly flexed and creaked from the blow as well. I managed to keep my hands on it, though.

“Not bad,” Azarus said musingly. “Let’s try again, yeah? This time, set your feet a bit more.”

He chopped down again. This time, I was better prepared for the blow and handled it much better.

“Alright then. Let’s run through those two exercises for about, oh, maybe twenty minutes?” Azarus said, pleased. “Only really got that much time. We don’t have all day. I can show you how to fight better another time.”

With that, we did as he said. We alternated between practice thrusts and blocks for roughly twenty minutes. Over time, I could tell I was getting better and better at both of them. Actually, it was somewhat uncanny how quickly I felt that I was advancing. When we finished, I told Azarus that in between tired breaths.

Azarus smacked his fist into his palm and nodded. “Aye, ya definitely got Spear Handling then. You can check your General Talents later. Picked that up right quick, didn’t you?”

I was leaning forward with my hands on my knees at this point. It had been a long time since I’d done so much exercise at one time, and I wasn’t used to it anymore. Looking up, I said to Azarus, “Aren’t mages supposed to be more about flinging around fireballs and stuff, and not as much about the pokey-stabby? Why’d you learn how to use a spear?”

Azarus tilted his head, puzzled before realization stole across his face. “I never mentioned it, did I?” He scratched his beard again, embarrassed. “I’m not a Magi. I’m a Cultivator. We’re exactly the sort to learn how to use weapons. And I didn’t just learn how to use a spear, I learned how to use everything. Managed to pick up the General Talent Weapon Handling as well. I’ll tell you, that took me a fair bit of time to do.”

General Talents, huh. I was too tired to ask him about it now. I figured I’d just ask Grey later. Finally catching my breath, I stood up straight.

Azarus nodded at me. “Good?” He asked. I nodded back at him. “Alright then. Let’s get this show on the road, yeah? Hand me the spear. Can’t let the guards see you carrying around a weapon or there’ll be trouble.” After I handed him the spear and he slung it over his shoulder, he set off in the direction of the clearing exit. I jogged to catch up with him.

“What, we don’t need armor or something if we’re going to fight monsters?” I asked him.

He shook his head, not looking over at me. “Naw, no point. Nothing around here could hurt me, and I ain’t going to let anything even touch you.”

Alright then.

Once we exited the clearing and reached the side road that ran between the forest and the mansion, we didn’t turn right like we usually did. We turned left. I asked Azarus about it.

“Entrance to the forest is around back of Magnus’s bloody huge house,” Azarus answered, unbothered. “Nothing for us in town. Just fields beyond the walls in that direction.”

I nodded quietly. We proceeded along the path for maybe ten minutes in comfortable silence before I could see an exit up ahead. Not turning to face me, Azarus muttered loud enough for me to hear. “There’ll be guards up ahead.”

I said nothing, falling back behind him and adopting a similar posture to the one I had used in town earlier. I guessed I was going to call this slave mode, as morbid as that sounded.

When we passed through the exit at the end of the path, I could see that another clearing lay on the other side. Risking small glances to the other side, I could see that the forest ran all the way up to a wall along the back of the clearing on my left. The wrought iron fence that surrounded the mansion continued along the back of it with only a small gate set into the back of it out to my right. Across the small, empty clearing, I could see a gate set into the large wooden wall, not quite as big as the gate at the entrance of the town. Slouching on either side of the gate were two more of the guards-dwarves that I had seen patrolling down.

As we entered the clearing and started making our way over to the two guards, they caught sight of us. Straightening up, I could tell they were trying to look more professional. We stopped right in front of the gate. Azarus addressed the guard on the left.

“Heading out.” He grunted at him before reaching for the lock on the gate. The guard on the right cleared his throat.

“Taking a slave with you this time, Lord Azarus?” He asked nervously.

Azarus turned a gimlet eye on him. “Got a problem with that?” He glowered.

The guard held up his hands. I could tell he was sweating slightly. “No! No problem, my lord!”

Azarus turned back to the gate. “Good.” He said roughly. He finished unlocking the gate and shoved the large wooden doors open with one hand and stepped through. I followed him, keeping my head down. Once I was through, Azarus turned around. “Going to be out for about three hours. Don’t,” He said warningly. “Lock it.”

I could see that both guards nodded vigorously. Azarus grunted again and then shoved the gate closed behind us. As the gate was closing, I could hear the left guard furiously whispering at the guard that had been on the right.

With the gate closed, we both turned around and stepped away from it. Relaxing somewhat now that we were away from prying eyes, I could make out what was outside the walls. It was a much larger clearing than either the one Azarus’s house lay in, or the one we had just left. It was filled with curiously cut short grass with a tree line on the far side of the clearing, this time with no discernable path that I could see.

Azarus had relaxed somewhat as well. Turning to me, he handed me back the spear. I took it from him.

“Alright,” He said to me before nodding in the direction of the tree line on the far side of the clearing. “We’re heading over there.”

We started marching across the clearing. As we did so, I was able to make out some curious marks that had been left in it. Sometimes I would see a large, brown stain left in the grass. Others, I would see a patch of burnt grass extending in a star-burst pattern. All over though, the ground seemed curiously churned up.

It gave me a bad feeling.

When we reached the far side of the clearing and were standing right in front of the tree line, Azarus turned to me. “Now, I ain’t going to let you be in any real danger in there.” He started seriously. “But you have to listen to me, alright? Stick close, don’t wander away, and do what I tell ya. You’ll be fine.”

“Alright,” I said, my voice breaking slightly. I cleared my throat. “Alright, I got you,” I repeated.

Azarus clapped my shoulder reassuringly with one hand before turning around and striding into the forest.

I followed him nervously.

            

    
        Chapter 16 - Check A Look

    
    
    
    
                Despite how I had thought this was going to go, Azarus made no effort to move quietly through the forest. In fact, he seemed to be doing the opposite. He was loudly stomping through the underbrush without a care in the world. I followed behind him, nervously clutching the spear that he had given me earlier. I only lasted five minutes before asking him why. Scurrying up to walk beside him, I cleared my throat.

“Uh, hey,” I asked hesitantly. “Is it a good idea to be making so much noise?”

Azarus snorted without turning to face me. “It’s fine. We’re not here to avoid monsters, we’re here to kill some. If making a racket draws ‘em here quicker, all the better.” He stopped for a moment. “Speaking of.”

I tensed up, wildly whipping my head around me in a circle. Despite what he’d said, I didn’t see anything.

“Is something here?” I furiously whispered to him.

Azarus was still relaxed. “Yup.” He said in a normal volume, still not turning to face me. “Nothing big, which is good. This will be a proper first monster for ya. Just give him a bit to work up the guts to attack us.”

I grew tenser now that I knew that some kind of monster attack was about to happen. Intellectually, I knew that both Grey and Azarus had reassured me that I wasn’t in any danger. That Azarus was more than strong enough to protect me. But knowing something wasn’t the same as believing it. What was about to try and kill us? What kind of monsters did this planet have? I tried to think of fantasy monsters I’d heard of before.

Suddenly, behind me, I heard a snarl and a whooshing noise. In a motion too fast for me to track, Azarus spun around and thrust a hand out over my shoulder, grabbing something. Belatedly, I yelped and jumped forward a step before spinning around.

Clutched in Azarus’s right hand was the snout of some kind of fucked up looking dog creature. It looked like a stretched-out hybrid of a wolf and a bear, with bulky limbs and a thinner body. It had the more rounded face of a wolf, but the larger blockier snout of a bear. Its proportions were all over the place.

The wolf-bear creature was snarling and clawing at Azarus, trying to dislodge his hand from its snout. However, the blows of the creature didn’t affect Azarus at all. They just bounced off of him like my own spear had earlier. Unbothered and unharmed, he grabbed the body of the wolf with his other hand and slammed the creature down onto the earth. Once he’d done so, he leaned his body weight down onto the creature, immobilizing it. Azarus looked back up at me calmly.

I was stunned at how fast the entire encounter had gone. If I had been in here alone, I’d have been fucked. That thing would have killed me before I’d even seen it. The electrifying feeling of adrenaline was still pumping through my veins.

“Oi.” I heard Azarus say. Snapping out of it, I focused on Azarus. “Lesson time, yeah? Time to get you your first General Skill.”

I let out a shaky breath and nodded at him. “Yeah. Yeah, okay.”

Azarus nodded back at me. “Alright then. First, we’re gonna get you Observe. It’s probably the most basic skill you can have and one of the most useful.” He told me over the muffled snarls of the creature. I tried to ignore it. “It ain’t hard to get. Literally everybody does, ya know? It’s just easier and faster to get it from trying with a monster instead of a person. That’s why we didn’t try before now. All you have to do is concentrate on the beastie, really.”

I opened my mouth before closing it again. I’d had a thought.

“How do you activate a skill?” I asked him.

Azarus raised an eyebrow from where he was laying on the creature. “You focus on the target and either say the skill out loud or in your head. You should be able to feel it activate.”

I nodded thoughtfully before giving it a try. I focused on the creature that Azarus was pinning and concentrated. “Observe. Observe!” I grew slightly frustrated. “Observe.” I was startled when information started streaming into my head. It was like I suddenly had a memory of looking at a unique Status window. Changing my focus, I tried to decipher it.




	Name
	Mangy Warg Runt



	Level
	5



	Age
	??



	Species
	Monster



	Abilities
	??






Snapping out of it, I blinked rapidly.

“That was fast.” I heard Azarus say. Re-focusing on him, I could see that he had a surprised look on his face. “I’m guessing it worked? Didn’t take you more than a second to get the skill.”

Taking a breath, I said to him. “I’m pretty sure that I got it before you even said anything. It just came too easily to me.”

“Aye, that sounds likely.” Azarus nodded. “It’s a damn easy skill to get.”

I shifted from one foot to the other. “But, uh. It didn’t seem very helpful.” I told him. “The skill didn’t tell me much. Most things on the window had question marks on them. I could only see its name, level, and species.”

Azarus shrugged. “I mean, yeah. It’s a new skill. It’s low-level right now. Your gonna have to practice with it if you want it to show more.”

“So, what. Just use it on things? Can you use it on anything?”

“Why ask me? Give it a shot, yeah?”

I did as he said, first on him. This time, I tried to use the skill mentally like he’d said I could. Observe.

??

I got nothing from him. Guess I was just too low-level to make anything out. I tried it again on a tree to my right. Observe.




	Name
	Oak



	Age
	53 Years



	Species
	Tree






That was all it said. Curious, I asked Azarus about it.

“Well, the way I understand it, you can Observe anything. But only things with a Status that can be represented by the System are gonna have anything more than a name, age, and species. Well, except for artifacts.” He amended himself. “Don’t worry about that for now though. We don’t have any around.”

Artifacts, huh. Whatever, I put it out of my mind like he said. “Did you try and Observe me when we first met? Did I have anything?” I asked him curiously.

He shook his head. “Nah, it’s considered rude to Observe people you don’t know. If you're Awakened, you can always tell when someone is doing it. I felt it a second ago, for example. Guessing you didn’t get anything from me.”

“Ah,” I said awkwardly. “Sorry?”

“Don’t worry about it. Anyway, we got something else to do, yeah? Still need to deal with the beastie.” He told me, leaning harder on the monster.

I started. Somehow, the monster that had tried to eat me had completely slipped my mind and attention while I had been testing Observe. Focusing back on it, it seemed to be struggling against Azarus in a weaker fashion. It was still struggling, however. The look in its eyes hadn’t changed from earlier. It was still feral and rabid as if bloodshed was all it desired. Nevertheless, it was still slightly uncomfortable for me to see Azarus treating it so roughly.

“We didn’t talk about monsters much,” I asked him, uneasy. “But, uh, they’re not like animals, right?”

“What? No. ‘Course not.” Azarus told me, bewildered. “Low-level monster like this? Only thing on its mind is ripping people apart. He don’t even need to eat what he kills. Now, it’s time to put him down. Take that spear of yours and give him a good stickin’.”

I took note of what he said. ‘Low level’, huh. Taking a deep breath, I grasped my spear more firmly and got into the stance that Azarus had shown me earlier. I paused. “Does it matter where I stab it?”

“Nope. This thing doesn’t have organs. More Aether shaped like a monster than flesh and blood. Now quit delaying and just stab the bloody thing.” Azarus answered, irritated.

I did what he said. I thrust the spear forward at a spot on its chest that Azarus wasn’t covering. I didn’t quite hit the spot I had targeted, but the spear still slid into its chest fairly deeply. The monster nearly instantaneously stopped struggling and snarling, growing unnaturally still with startling swiftness. After a moment, the creature burst into a puff of greasy black smoke, completely dissipating its form.

Turning away, I vomited off to the side. I didn’t do so because I was bothered by killing something. No, I did it because the smoke smelled fucking terrible. God, I’d never smelled something so vile in my life. It was like someone had mixed rotten meat and waste together.

The moment that the creature grew still, Azarus jumped off of it from where it lay. He’d moved far enough away from the Warg that he’d completely dodged the smoke. Walking over to me with a cheery grin, he slapped my back with one huge hand. “Ye’ll never forget your first whiff of Miasma. Breathe it in. Savor it. That’s the smell of progress, my friend.”

I glowered up at him, my hands on my knees. “Couldn’t have warned me about it?”

He just grinned down at me. “Nope. Time-honored tradition. Gotta let the greenhorns really experience the smell, you know?” He paused to look at me speculatively. “Surprised, though. Didn’t think you’d kill it in one blow. I thought for sure you’d have to poke it a good three or four times. What are your Virtues like?”

Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I straightened up. “You mean my stats, right? Well, I’ve got ten in everything. Is that good?”

Azarus drew his head back in surprise. “You’re fucking with me. You’re only level one and you’ve got ten in each of your Virtues?”

I blinked at him. “Yeah?”

He shook his head. “Gotta be a Precursor thing. Having that many at level one is downright bizarre. I sure as hell didn’t have that many when I was Awoken. More like ones, twos, and threes in everything. Guess that explains it.” He paused to give me a considering look. “If you’ve got that many points now, I’m wondering how many free points you’ll get when ya level up.”

“Free points?” I asked him.

“Yeah, when you level up you get a certain amount of Virtue points that you can put where ya like. Amount ya get is based on what race you are, yeah? Dwarves and Humans both get six. Who knows what you’ll have? Guess we’ll see later. Plan is to get ya at least two levels out here. But never mind that. Take a look there.” Azarus told me, pointing to where the monster had been laying.

I gave him a puzzled look but did what he said. I moved over to where the smoke had dissipated, set my spear down, and crouched. I was about to ask him what I was looking for when a glint caught my eye. Focusing on it, I reach for the glint with my right hand. Scooping up a small pile of dirt and leaves I sorted through it, revealing a small gem, no bigger than a bead. Wiping it off, I held it up to the light. It was mostly opaque, but I could see a small wisp of rainbow light floating in the perfectly spherical gem. I stood up and gave Azarus a questioning look. “What’s up with this?”

“That,” He said. “Is a monster core. It’s a small one, cause the monster was weak, but it’s still a core. Monsters leave them behind when they die every time, and they’re damn useful. They’re mostly used in Professions. Keep it, yeah? We’ll do something special with it when we get back since it’s your first.”

I gazed back down at it. Monster cores, huh.

“Well, time to get a move on.” I heard Azarus say. “Gonna do that a bunch more, yeah? We didn’t come out here to kill only one monster.” Looking back up, I saw Azarus had turned back around and started to tromp back through the forest. Scrambling, I picked up my spear and hurried after him.

            

    
        Chapter 17 - Racked

    
    
    
    
                Our trip through the forest would continue in a similar fashion for the next several hours. Azarus would stomp through the forest, making as much noise as he possibly could. The racket that he made would draw various monsters to us in droves. Then, he would grab them, pin them, and get me to kill them. Sometimes I would manage to kill them in one strike like I had with the Warg. Sometimes it took a few pokes with my pointy stick. While the monsters would always target me first, somehow instinctively recognizing me as the weaker link, they never got to touch me though. Honestly, after a while, the process actually started to bore me. It had finally sunk in that I wasn’t in any danger.

During our trip, I took to using Observe as much as I could. Azarus had mentioned that using the skill as much as I could would increase the effectiveness as it leveled. I used the skill on the trees, the grass, the bushes, and of course the monsters as much as I could.

Something interesting he mentioned though, was there was only so far things like Observe could go. According to Azarus, General Skills, and General Talents were fairly limited by the System. They could only level up to seven, and then they capped out. Apparently, you could do something with them afterward, but Azarus just waved me off when I asked about whatever that was and told me to concentrate on the hunting.

One thing about the monsters especially piqued my interest, though. We ended up being attacked by more than just Wargs. We encountered a variety of different monster types during our trek. However, they all seemed to be variations of general forest creatures. Everything that we encountered seemed to be some kind of fucked up version of a regular animal that you could find in any regular forest. From Deer with two sets of bladed horns, to knee-high rats, to even a disturbingly buff squirrel the size of a German Shepard. I was curious, so I asked Azarus about it.

“Oh, these?” He answered me. “Well, we might have mentioned it, but monsters are affected by where they form. Since this is a forest, you get forest creatures. Ugly buggers, but generally recognizable.”

“Huh,” I said. “Do they care about the regular animals?” During our trip, I hadn’t really seen anything but monsters.

Azarus shook his head. “Nah, they don’t. They’ll leave the wildlife alone. For some reason, monsters only care about people that are Awakened. Hell, if you were still Unawakened, they’d just ignore you like they do a deer or something. Well, if you didn’t try and attack ‘em, I mean.”

I scratched the back of my head with the hand not holding onto my spear. “So, I guess we’re just making too much noise to see anything else but monsters, huh.”

Azarus grunted in agreement. Our conversation died after that.

……………………………………...

We continued for maybe another half an hour before Azarus suddenly stopped. I nearly walked into his back; I was following so closely behind him. Stumbling to a stop I opened my mouth to ask him what he was doing before closing it. Azarus was staring intently into the trees before us. I tensed in anticipation. He’d done this many times before over the last few hours. It usually meant that he’d sensed a monster.

I was startled though when he did something different than usual, though. Instead of readying himself, he turned back around to give me a speculative look.

I stared back at him blankly. “What? What’s up?”

Azarus tapped his chin in thought, still staring at me. “Well.” He said, drawing out the word with a grin. “I’m thinking maybe it’s time to get you some real combat practice.”

I gripped my spear till my knuckles turned white. “What do you mean?” I said uneasily.

I knew what he meant, I was just scared of it.

“I’m thinking that I’ll let you take care of this next one by yourself.” He confirmed for me. “It’s getting about time to start heading back, and I think it’d be useful for ya.”

I took a deep breath in an attempt to calm my nerves. It didn’t help much. “Are you sure I can do it?”

Azarus scoffed. “Course ya can. If you’ve got ten in everything like ye said, then these beasties won’t be able to put up much of a fight for ya. We haven’t gone deep enough to find anything that’s a real threat.”

I was silent for a moment. Azarus had mentioned it a few times, but from what I understood, fighting monsters was the best way to level up in this world. With this System. He wasn’t always going to be around to hold my hand. I was eventually going to have to learn to fight monsters by myself if I wanted to survive. At least it was better to do it for the first time with someone to supervise me.

Wait.

He was going to supervise, right?

“Oh, aye,” Azarus said airily. “I’ll be around.” He told me when I asked. Having said that, I watched dumbfounded as Azarus casually started to saunter off into the woods to our right. Once he reached one of the trees, he stepped behind it and didn’t emerge around the other side. Forgetting my nervousness for a moment, I walked over to the tree bemusedly that he had stepped behind, to see if he was just hiding behind it. Looking behind, I could see that he wasn’t. He’d vanished.

Stepping back from the tree, I looked back in the direction that he’d been staring in before he left. I didn’t see anything right now, but I believed that something was coming this way from how he had acted. Moving back into the center of the small clearing we had stopped in, I set my spear in the way Azarus had taught me. I set in to wait for whatever was coming.

After maybe three minutes of trying not to hyperventilate, and mostly succeeding, I heard a rustling in the bushes in the direction I was staring. With a snort, the monster emerged from the bushes perhaps fifty feet in front of me. I relaxed somewhat when I saw it.

It was one of the weird deer that we had encountered earlier. From the way that Azarus had manhandled it earlier, I wasn’t terribly frightened. If it had been one of those freaky squirrels though, then I would have been more nervous. It wasn’t even that big, as well. Sure, it was slightly larger than the one that I’d killed earlier, but not by much. This one came up to roughly mid-chest on me, while the one from earlier only came up to about my waist from the floor to the tip of its antlers. With a reddish coat, the only thing that distinguished it from a normal deer was its small, underdeveloped antlers. They were metallic, with the tips shaped more like knives than a normal deer’s horns. I used Observe on it curiously.




	Name
	Young Blade-Rack Hart



	Level
	6



	Age
	2 weeks



	Species
	Monster



	Abilities
	??






Ha ha, Azarus. I could see why you wanted me to solo this one.

Feeling more confident and firming my resolve, I reset my stance and waited for the monster. I may have decided to fight it, but I wasn’t confident enough to make the first move.

Only a few seconds had passed since the deer had exited the bush, and it was already eyeing me with malice. Huffing, snorting, and pawing at the dirt, the deer gave me a baleful, red-eyed glare before throwing back its head and opening its mouth. A strange, hissing scream echoed around us as the deer bayed.

I froze. For some reason, it felt like I couldn’t move my body. I couldn’t even blink or move my eyes. With a sense of mounting panic, I was only able to watch motionlessly as the deer lowered its head and entered into a charging stance. Springing forward with its back legs, the deer rushed in my direction, antlers first.

Mentally, I kept trying to struggle my way out of whatever the deer had done to me. I didn’t know what to do, and all I could do was watch in dread as the deer approached me with speed. When the deer had cleared perhaps thirty feet, whatever it had done to me wore off. Stumbling, I tried to get the spear up in a block position between me and the deer hastily. But in my panic, I didn’t use the blocking stance that Azarus had shown me. With a tremendous bang, the deer connected with my clumsy block and blew me straight off my feet.

Flying back several feet, I landed on my back, still somehow holding onto the spear despite the impact. I lay stunned for a moment before snapping out of it and trying to find the deer.

It was charging directly at my downed form, antlers lowered.

Throwing the spear up across my body, I somehow managed to interpose the spear between myself and the deer’s horns. It collided with the spear again with another bang. Grunting, I managed to keep my arms from buckling.

But the deer wasn’t done.

It stayed locked onto my spear, trying to reach me with its bladed horns in order to gore me. It kept pushing and shoving its horns so wildly against the spear that I could feel the razor-sharp tips cutting into the flesh of my arms. With a snort of effort, the deer managed to push its horns far enough forward that I could feel a gash open up on my left cheek.

Wild with panic, I found a well of strength within and brought my legs up underneath me. With a hoarse scream, I kicked out with both feet and sent the deer flying. Blood pumping loudly in my ears, I scrambled to my feet. Looking around wildly for a moment, I tried to find the deer. It had only flown a few feet off of me and was laying dazed on the ground.

Instinctively realizing that I didn’t have long before it was going to try and gore me again, I set the spear in a sloppy stance and charged it with another scream. It had tried to kill me when I had been on the ground, and I was going to return the favor. I managed to reach the deer in time before it recovered and thrust down at it with all of my strength.

I hit it. My spear slid all the way through the flesh of the deer and pinned it to the forest floor. With a shrill cry, the deer went wild and tried to dislodge my weapon from its body. Flailing its head around, the deer tried to reach me with its horns. I kicked the deer as hard as I could with my right foot in its bottom jaw, stunning it. With it stunned, I withdrew the spear from its body and thrust it down with my full body weight, lodging it even deeper into the forest floor.

I held on desperately to the spear, kicking its head again. When it started trying to flail after recovering, I would thrust downwards after a kick so the monster couldn’t escape.

“Just. Fucking. Die already!” I bellowed between kicks to the deer’s head.

After a few rounds of this routine, the struggles of the deer started to weaken. Gradually, the deer lost strength. It stopped moving.

I stared down at the monster suspiciously. Was it dead? I decided to give it one more kick to be sure. But when I reared my foot back and did so, it passed straight through the head of the deer. It had exploded into that same, greasy black smoke that all monsters did on death. With my kick not connecting to anything, I overextended and slipped. I fell straight onto my back, right where the greatest concentration of the weapons-grade stench of the smoke curled on the ground.

I vomited directly into the air from a combination of the sink and the adrenaline of the fight. It fell right back down onto my chest. I lay there for a moment, soaking in my own vomit and blood, staring blankly up at the canopy of trees above me.

“Well.” I heard foggily, somewhere off my right. “That could’ve gone better.”

I blacked out.

            

    
        Chapter 18 - Scars

    
    
    
    
                I jerked awake with a gasp.

Lurching forward into a sitting position, I looked around wildly only to slow down in confusion. The last thing I had remembered, I had just succeeded in killing that monster deer and had laid down on the forest floor. I definitely wasn’t in the forest anymore. Calming down, I could tell that I was back in my room in Azarus’s house.

Laying back down with a groan, I settled my right forearm over my eyes. I must have passed out after winning the fight. Azarus must have carried me back, maybe because I had been too injured to continue.

Shit, that was right. My injuries.

Sitting back up and dragging the cover that had been laid over me off, I tried to inspect myself. I didn’t appear to have any bandages on me. It was too dark in my room to see anything, though. Running my hands over my body wasn’t really telling me anything. Looking back up at the window, I could tell that it was near sunset. I decided to get up and go check in the mirror.

Throwing my legs over the side of the bed, I stood up and walked out of the room. Making my way down the hall, I opened the door to the washroom. Stepping in and closing it behind me, I was startled by a lamp I had never noticed before flaring to life. I guess it reacted to how dark it was or something? Shaking it off, I looked into the mirror and was startled again.

Stepping closer to the mirror, I touched my left cheek. Starting from next to my nose and continuing backward diagonally was a scar on my face. It was long, but not terribly wide. It wasn’t even finger-width. Tracing it, I could feel the scar tissue.

Huh, I thought calmly. It had cut right through the only freckle I’d had on my face. I’d always hated it. Gone now, I suppose.

It had the feeling of a fresh scar, which I supposed I shouldn’t be surprised about. Azarus must have brought me back here to get healed by Grey. Having a thought, I tugged my shirt over my head and looked back in the mirror. Sure enough, I could see a number of other new scars on my body. Primarily on my arms, but I had a few on my chest as well. They all resembled the one that I had on my cheek.

Stepping back from the mirror, I tried to twist around to see how they felt. I quickly put a stop to that when I felt several of them give a sharp sting. Guess they were too new to be trying to be moving sharply. Gazing at the mirror for a moment at all the new additions to my body, I frowned.

I’d never been a particularly active type of person, in the past. I didn’t have many scars on my body, and those I did have were from things that had happened to me as a child. Seeing so many scars on my body was new for me. I guess that fucking deer had really given it to me.

Grabbing my shirt from where I had thrown it, I tugged it back on. I guess I should go find Grey or Azarus to ask them what had happened, then. Giving one last look at the scar on my face, I exited the washroom.

……………………………………...

I didn’t find Grey in the kitchen like I had lately, so I tried his room. Knocking on his door, I didn’t get a response either. Opening it anyway to take a peek, I saw that there was no one in there either.

Closing the door and stepping back from it, I crossed my arms. Where was everyone? Now that I thought about it, I couldn’t hear anyone in the house. Maybe they were outside? Heading back to the kitchen, I stepped through the back door and closed it behind me. I didn’t see anyone off the bat, but now that I was outside, I thought I could hear something coming from the right side of the house. Guess they were in the forge, I thought to myself.

Walking over to the forge, I could make out both Grey and Azarus’s voices. They were too muffled for me to make out what they were saying, though. Once I got close enough to the forge, I called out a subdued, “Hey.”

The voices stopped talking, and I entered the forge. Inside, I could see that Azarus had his arms crossed and was leaning against his anvil. Grey was in there too, sitting in his wheelchair with his hands clasped. When I entered, they both looked up at me. Azarus looked away after a second, however.

“Ah, Nathan,” Grey said calmly. “Good to see you awake. How are you feeling?”

I shrugged and then winced at the movement. “Mostly alright, I guess. If I move too quickly, I feel it. Otherwise, it seems mostly fine.” I paused. “I’m guessing you healed me then, Grey?”

Grey inclined his head slightly. “In a manner of speaking. Even if this infernal collar wasn’t blocking my skills and magic, I’ve never possessed any ability in Healing magic. No, what I used to help you was potions.”

I nodded at him. “Yeah. Okay. Well, thanks for using them on me.”

“It’s no trouble. You weren’t in any true danger when Azarus,” He shifted at the mention of his name, I saw. “Brought you to me. Simply…banged up, so to speak. I do apologize for the scars, however. If you had been healed by an actual Healer, they wouldn’t be a concern. Rather than true healing, potions accelerate the body’s natural healing process and thus leave a scar behind. If you wish, you will be able to contract the services of a healer to remove them. Well,” He paused for a moment. “When we’re free of this place, of course.”

I brought a hand up to my left cheek to trace the scar there. “Good to know, I suppose,” I murmured.

Azarus cleared his throat. Both Grey and I looked over at him, with me crossing my arms. “I, uh, wanted to apologize for not stepping in. I was watching the whole time and was planning to if it looked like you were in mortal danger. And you weren’t,” He said hurriedly. “You weren’t ever in mortal danger, even if it might not seem that way. But, uh, I haven’t fought with anyone as low level as you for a long time. I forgot how fragile you can be, that low on the path.” He finished awkwardly.

I frowned at him. “What do you mean I wasn’t in any mortal danger? Sure as hell seemed like it to me.”

Azarus grimaced. “Look, I would’ve been able to react fast enough to stop the beastie if he was about to land a fatal blow. He wasn’t ever in a position to do that before you killed ‘him, yeah? You had it handled. Sorta.”

“Handled?” I asked him skeptically, before throwing up my hands in frustration. “After that damn deer froze me, I just panicked and acted on instinct. Dude, I don’t know what I’m doing when it comes to fighting! Especially bloodthirsty monsters! I swear I told you this!”

Azarus looked away, scratching the back of his head. “I, uh. I guess you did. I just didn’t…”

Grey cleared his throat. “Nathan, if I may?” I looked over at him, still angry. “It seems to me, that the problem here is a cultural one.”

“A cultural problem?” I asked him incredulously. “A cultural problem is what nearly got me killed?”

“Indeed,” Grey replied calmly. “If I understand correctly, your world possesses neither monsters or the System, correct?” At my nod, he continued. “Please understand then, Nathan. Our societies have always lived under the threat of monster attacks. Even before the advent of the System. They developed with the knowledge that sometime in our lives, we would likely need to defend ourselves from a monster that would seek our life. Thus, we are educated with this knowledge beginning from the earliest periods in our lives. Children are taught simple games of how to identify and escape from a monster attack. Once they reach a certain age, they are taught, for years at a time, basic weapon skills to defend themselves. Once they’ve unlocked their Status, everyone is advised to take at least one combat-related Skill. All of us, from the lowliest peasant farmer to the highest noble in the land, have internalized this fact.”

Maybe it was his calm, even tone that did it, but I gradually relaxed from my tense stance during Grey’s explanation.

I uncrossed my arms. “So, what you’re saying is…” I said thoughtfully, furrowing my brow.

“That Azarus most likely never even considered the fact that you would be ill-suited to confronting a monster as you are.” Grey picked up. “I confess, the possibility is so alien to our unified culture that I only considered it when you returned, ravaged by a simple low-level monster. The Hart,” He smiled slightly. “That injured you is considered such a small threat to many, that it’s common for rural communities to bring children with them to cull such a beast. If only to introduce them to monster fighting in a controlled environment. They’re no more physically powerful than a regular deer, simply more aggressive. Now, I do not tell you this to excuse Azarus’s mistake.”

I could see Azarus wince.

“In truth, this is as much my mistake as his, and thus I apologize as well,” Grey told me, bowing slightly in his wheelchair. “I should have realized how strange the practice of monster hunting would be to you and insisted on more instruction before you ventured out. Azarus showed you some simple spear forms before you left, yes?” At my nod, he continued. “What he likely showed you were refresher forms, the most basic of basic forms to show someone that are meant to remind the pupil of what they already learned. What you need is a full course on combat, including both the full weapon forms and combat knowledge and tactics in monster hunting. I assure you, before you are taken into the forest once more, we will ensure you have received them. Won’t we, Azarus.” He finished with a pointed look at Azarus.

Azarus straightened up and gave me a firm nod. “Yeah. And I’ll stick closer next time, yeah?”

I looked between the two of them for a second before sighing. “Okay. I guess that’s all I can hope for in the end.” I leaned against the inside wall of the forge before sliding down it to sit on the dirt floor.

Grey raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure you’re alright, Nathan?”

I grunted from where I sat on the floor. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just…tired, you know?” I let out a breath, resting my arms on my upraised knees. “So, where do we go from here?”

Grey and Azarus exchanged a look before Azarus motioned for him to speak. Grey cleared his throat and smiled. “Well, reviewing your gains, of course! That was the whole point of this exercise, was it not? Azarus, if you would?”

Oh, I guess it was. Time to see what nearly getting gored by a deer gave me on my Status. Yay.

“Oh, yeah. I got one around here somewhere.” Azarus said, moving over to a desk and rummaging around on it. “Where are ya, where are ya…” He muttered. “Ah, found it!” He held up a small, soot-covered object. Taking out a rag and polishing it, Azarus revealed it to be a small handheld mirror.

I raised an eyebrow. “Just have a mirror laying around, huh.”

“Course I do.” Azarus scoffed, walking over to me and handing me the small mirror. “Gotta be able to check your gains once you’re done working, don’t ya?”

I took it from him with a wry smile. “I guess so.”

Looking down at the small mirror, I mentally opened up my Status.

            

    
        Chapter 19 - Bio Spheres

    
    
    
    
                Mentally selecting the yes button, the small mirror exploded with little blue boxes.




	You have gained four levels!



	You have gained the General Talent, Spear Proficiency!



	Spear Proficiency has reached level 3!



	You have gained the General Skill, Observe!



	Observe has reached level 2!



	You have forty unspent Virtue points






“Hmm,” I said thoughtfully, gazing down at the prompts. I looked up at Azarus after a moment. “Looks like we found out how many free points I get.”

Azarus grinned at me. “Yeah? Out with it then.”

I grinned back at him. “Looks like ten per level. I got four levels out there, and I have forty now.”

His grin shifted to a scowl. “Ten bleeding points? Talk about bloody unfair.”

“Are you quite sure about the amount, Nathan?” Grey sputtered.

I raised an eyebrow at him from my position on the floor. “Yeah? I mean, I’m just telling you what my Status says. What’s the big deal?” Azarus was looking at Grey curiously, too, I could see.

Grey pinched the bridge of his nose. “What’s the big deal, he says.” He muttered to himself. “Nathan, that is an absolutely unprecedented number of free points to gain for every level. Nobody gains that many points.”

“Nobody, huh,” I said, curious. “Azarus already told me that Humans and Dwarves get six. Who else is there?”

Grey took a deep breath. “In truth, there are many races known to us. However, there are only six races of any relevance to us, with the collapse of the interplanetary network. Obviously, there are the Humans and the Dwarves. I believe that I have also mentioned the Orcs, as well?” At my nod, he continued. “They receive the highest number of free points of the known races, at eight per level. The other three races that we have knowledge of since the advent of the System, are the Gnolls, the Goblins, and the Antium.”

He paused for a moment, looking around the forge. He grimaced.

“Ah, perhaps first a change of scenery is in order. No offense to your lovely forge, Azarus.” Grey said to Azarus delicately. “But it is not exactly a place of relaxed conversation.”

Azarus snorted, hopping down off of his anvil. “It’s not meant to be. Go on, git. We’ll be along in a bit.”

Grey raised an eyebrow at him for a moment before nodding at both him and I. Placing his hands on the wheels of his chair, he began wheeling out of the forge back to the house. I watched him go for a moment before turning back to face Azarus. While I had been watching Grey, Azarus had moved to stand in front of me. His right hand was outstretched in front of him in my direction. Taking it, I used it to lever myself to my feet with a grunt. From the effort I’d needed to even do that, I must have been more tired than I thought.

“Thanks,” I muttered to him. I started to turn around before Azarus cleared his throat. Looking back over at him, I raised my eyebrows in question. I could see that he had an awkward look on his face.

Azarus brought his fist up and coughed into it before speaking. “We good?” He asked gruffly.

Ah.

I turned back around fully and stared at him for a moment. I sighed. “Yeah,” I said to him tiredly. “Water under the bridge.” At his slightly confused expression, I clarified. “It means we’re good.”

His expression clearing up, Azarus nodded at me. “C’mon.” He said, moving towards the entrance to the forge. “Got more to talk about. Still gotta make dinner too. Might as well make those steaks Van gave us, yeah? Celebrate your first few levels.”

I felt my spirits lift somewhat. God, some steaks sounded great.

I followed him.

……………………………………..

Once we got back into the house, Azarus stuck to his words. We made the steaks for dinner, frying them up in a cast iron pan over his oven. One thing that stuck out to me while he was cooking that I found neat was that he never took his hand off of the panhandle while cooking, even though it must have been ripping hot. When I asked him about it, he laughed and told me that heat this low wasn’t able to affect him after learning the general skill Fire Resistance from his time in the forge.

The steaks were great. Azarus had seasoned them with a local blend of herbs and spices that reminded me of Montreal steak seasoning, somehow. Except spicier, with a slightly sweet taste to it as well. Honestly, it was better than it sounds.

By the time he had finished, the sun had fully set outside, and some lanterns strategically placed around the room came alight. We ate our dinner in peaceful quiet, lit by firelight.

Leaning back into his wheelchair with a sigh, Grey patted his stomach. “Excellent job, Azarus. You may be a poor cook with anything else, but you certainly know your meats.” He finished with a playful smile.

Azarus smirked back at him. “I know what I’m good at, old man. That’s why I let you handle the other stuff.”

I had laid my head down on my arms after finishing my steak, feeling drowsy. I sighed contentedly into my arms. Hearing someone clear their voice, I lifted my head. Grey was staring at me with a raised eyebrow. I stared back at him blankly for a moment before I remembered that we were going to resume our conversation after dinner. Flushing slightly, I straightened back up in my chair.

“Where were we? Ah, don’t tell me. The other races, yes?” Grey said thoughtfully. At my nod, he continued. “Let us start with the Goblins, yes? They’re the only other race that is native to either Vereden or Indiqua. Truthfully, not much is known about them, as they’re very insular. But relevant to our conversation, it is known that they receive five points per level, from past investigations into the subject. The other two races, the Gnolls, and the Antium, are both known to receive seven points per level.” He heaved a sigh. “At the very least, those poor people’s deserve that much.”

I laid my chin in my hand with my elbow on the table. “What’s their deal then?”

Grey grimaced slightly. “Ah, well. Both races are essentially refugees upon Vereden and Indiqua. The Gnolls upon Vereden, and the Antium upon Indiqua. They’re non-native, you see. After the collapse of the interplanetary network, there was a sizable enough population remaining on each planet that they were able to establish a healthy enough population, if not small ones. History tells us that there were some very unfortunate members of other races that did not have that luxury.”

I made an interested noise. “How did that happen? That there was enough for the Gnolls and the Antium to breed true if they’re non-native?”

“In the case of the Gnolls, nobody knows,” Grey answered me. “Not even the Gnolls themselves are aware. The answer has been lost to history, unfortunately. As it is, they’re very careful with their marriage and breeding rights to this day in order to maintain a stable population. This is made somewhat difficult by the fact they’re nomadic, by nature. Their clans roam the continent, caring little for borders. They own no property nor land. In fact, they disdain the ownership of land in general.”

Azarus cleared his throat. Grey paused, realizing that he had slipped into his ‘enthusiastic teacher’ voice, as I’d taken to referring to it mentally.

“On the other hand,” Grey continued, switching tracks. “We know well why the Antium were upon Indiqua at the time of the collapse. During the war, the Antium were servants of the Chaos Gods. The Queen of the Antium people at the time had sent one of her daughters to launch an offensive from their home planet. However, upon the collapse and the initialization of the System, it is said that the Antium survivors, including the Princess that was sent to lead the campaign, were freed from the control of the Dark Ones. At the urging of their Princess, they surrendered. Afterward, they settled within the jungles of Indiqua.”

“Huh.” I said. “You know, I never asked. Judging from their name, I’m guessing the Antium are pretty much Ant people. What about the Gnolls, though? What are they?”

Azarus spoke up. “Eh, imagine a really fuzzy hume with the head of a fox. That’s pretty much a Gnoll.”

Grey closed his eyes briefly in frustration. He let out a breath. “Azarus is…somewhat correct. The Gnolls are a bestial race, vaguely reminiscent of various breeds of fox. It is my understanding that the survivors upon Vereden are merely a subset of their people. Supposedly, there are other breeds of Gnoll upon their home planet that are evocative of other animals. However, that is not our focus here. I was merely introducing you to the other races you may expect upon Vereden.”

“Point of all this jawing was,” Azarus butted in. “Is that you’ve got a downright unfair number of free points.”

I looked between the two of them for a second. “I’m guessing that’s good? I mean, since I get so many points per level, am I just going to get stronger than other people as time goes on?”

Grey smiled at me kindly. “Ah, somewhat. While it is true that having so many points is a boon, you will only truly notice the difference in comparison to others at lower levels. Once you begin to reach past the breakpoints, Virtues are considered more of a…foundation, so to speak. The pillars upon which you’ve built.”

"Low levels, he says," Azarus muttered into his mug. "You mean the levels most people reach."

I leaned back in my chair a little. “So, is that why I didn’t get really tired earlier? I mean, I haven’t exactly made a habit of tromping through the woods like that.”

Azarus sat his drink down and snorted, waving his hand dismissively. “You’ve got ten in everything. A little trek like that ain’t gonna stress ya.”

I nodded at him. “Point taken.”

Grey cleared his throat. “Getting back to the important matter of Nathan’s points, he now needs to decide how to allocate them. Which means he needs to choose his Path.” Catching my eyes with his own, Grey spoke in a serious tone. “This is exceedingly important, Nathan. We’ve told you before about Magi and Cultivators, and the time has come for you to decide which you wish to become. You must make a decision before you begin allocating points to your Virtues, as they heavily influence what you are capable of as either.”

I straightened up in my chair. “Okay then. What’s the actual difference? And not,” I interrupted Azarus before he could open his mouth. “Just the fact that one is more likely to hit people than the other.”

Azarus smirked.

Grey laughed slightly. “Very well. There are essentially three main differences between Magi and Cultivators. One practical, one methodology-wise, and one that is more…philosophical. The first, practical difference, is that yes, Magi tend to receive skills and talents that are more likely to lend themselves well to ranged combat, while Cultivators are more likely to receive abilities more suited to melee. This isn’t an ironclad rule, as either can drive their advancement in any direction they wish. The second, practical difference is that in general, Magi generally take more talents than activated skills with their level ups, as compared to Cultivators, who take more skills.”

“Why is that?” I asked curiously.

“Because of the disciplines themselves,” Grey answered me. “What you actually learn to be considered either a Magi or a Cultivator. You see, there is more to being either than simply making a choice and investing in the correct Virtues. There exist entire fields of study that are generally referred to as Magecraft for the Magi, and Arts for the Cultivators. This is one of the, frankly bizarre, blind spots of the System. You see, the System does not track either of them. They are influenced by it, yes, but only because you as an individual are.”

Grey paused for a moment to take a drink from the glass that he’d had with his dinner.

“So, Cultivators like myself.” Azarus picked up while Grey was drinking. “Learn Arts from the four Schools. Sealing, Flow, Purification, and Might. Anything else we need; we get from skills.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “Doesn’t seem like a bunch to pick from.”

Azarus shrugged. “Eh, they’re broader than you’d think.”

Grey had finished his glass while we were talking. “And in general, Cultivators can receive some truly unique skills from the System. On the other hand, Magi like myself choose talents over skills more often than not, when offered by the System. This is because Magecraft is a far more expansive discipline than Arts. There are many schools of Magecraft, and sometimes it seems like more are being pioneered every day. But currently, there exist thirteen recognized schools of Magecraft. These are,” He cleared his throat. “Evocation, Mind, Thaumaturgy, Spatial, Abjuration, Divination, Illusion, Shapeshifting, Animation, Healing, Ritual, Chronomancy, and least of all Necromancy.” He finished with a distasteful look on his face.

“That’s a lot,” I said, nonplussed.

“Oh indeed.” Grey nodded. “The field is very broad. You can see why most Magi focus upon talents that can passively empower them, over taking a skill. Most likely, you would be able to find an equivalent within one of the Schools of Magecraft.” When he finished speaking, Grey leaned back in his chair and settled his hands in his lap. He had a far-off, thoughtful look in his eye.

We sat in silence for a moment while Grey gathered his thoughts.

“The final difference between Magi and Cultivators is, as I said, somewhat…philosophical.” He said starting slowly. “It has been said in the past that the true goal of advancement upon your chosen Path is the search for…truth.”

“Truth?” I asked incredulously.

“Indeed,” Grey answered, still not looking at me. “Truth. For Cultivators, this is a search for inner truth. What drives you? What do you value? Who do you ultimately wish to become? What are you willing to sacrifice, in your search for power? These are merely some of the questions that a Cultivator must confront.”

I was silent. I didn’t know the answer to any of those questions concretely. Thinking about them made me uncomfortable, to be honest. I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing, on this magic alien planet. I didn’t know what drove me. I didn’t know what I even wanted these days, other than to survive another day. Grey and Azarus had talked before about wanting to be free, either from slavery or from their family. Being free sounded great, but I had no idea what I would even do with that freedom. I chanced a look over at Azarus only to see him with an unusually solemn look on his face. I looked away before he could catch me staring. I forcefully put it out of my head when Grey started talking again.

“On the other hand,” Grey said with more enthusiasm in his tone. “Magecraft is the search for external truth. It is the joy of discovery. Of adventure into the unknown! Magi chart their own course through life with a hunger for knowledge, and a deep desire to uncover the secrets of both the universe and the System itself. Well, they’re supposed to at least.” He finished wryly

I perked up at that. That sure as hell didn’t sound as heavy to me.

Grey smiled at the sight of me paying more attention. Azarus rolled his eyes, dropping the intense look on his face.

“And now I ask you, Nathan. Which Path are you more interested in pursuing? Be aware, you must commit to one of them fully. You cannot be both in this world.” Grey said expectantly.

I opened my mouth to answer him.

            

    
        Chapter 20 - To Be A Magi

    
    
    
    
                “I’m pretty sure I’d prefer to be a Magi,” I told them.

Azarus rolled his eyes. “Saw that one coming.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “What, was I that obvious?”

“Oh, only somewhat.” Grey smiled broadly at me. “It was noticeable that you were visibly more interested in the subject when Magecraft was mentioned.”

“Thought about betting on it, but I didn’t want to lose me money on a sucker’s bet,” Azarus smirked at me.

I rolled my eyes back at him. “All right, all right. So, if I want to try and become a Magi, what sta-, I mean Virtues do I have to put points into?”

“Ah, well. The two main stats that you should be investing in are Intelligence and Wisdom. Now, that doesn't mean you should simply put five points each into either.” Grey cautioned me. “Rather, I recommend spreading a few of your points into the neutral virtues as your main.”

“Neutral Virtues?” I asked him curiously.

“Indeed. While Intelligence and Wisdom are the primary Virtues of the Magi, and Strength and Spirit are the Virtues of the Cultivator, Vitality, Dexterity and Perception are Virtues that either can take. In fact, it is highly recommended that you do so.” Grey told me.

I tapped my fingers on the table in thought. “Let’s back up a second, yeah? What do each of the Virtues actually do?”

“An excellent question, Nathan.” Grey praised me. “Let us start with Intelligence and Strength then, shall we?”

I could see Azarus cross his arms and roll his eyes again. He leaned back in his chair, visibly bored of the coming lecture. Whatever, I was interested.

“As the two primary Virtues of Magi and Cultivators, they are deemed ‘Power’ Virtues. Simply, these two Virtues determine the overall capability and power of your Spells, Arts, or Skills. Additionally, they enhance you physically. For Strength, it is rather obvious. The Virtue increases your physical ability, leading to greater bodily might. On the other hand, Intelligence enhances you mentally. Progressively higher levels of Magecraft require greater mental ability and flexibility in order to accomplish them. Quite simply, if your Intelligence score is too low, you will be unable to mentally visualize the thought forms required.” Grey explained patiently.

“Huh,” I said. “So, Intelligence makes you smarter and Strength makes you swole. What about Wisdom and Spirit?”

Grey cocked an eyebrow at me while Azarus screwed up his face in confusion.

“What the bleeding hell is ‘swole’?” He muttered to himself

I restrained a smirk.

Grey let it pass without comment. “Wisdom and Spirit are termed as ‘Well’ Virtues. Vitality is included in the category.” He told me. “Wisdom increases the pool of Mana that you can draw from, while Spirit does the same for Ki. There are some esoteric side effects to increasing your Wisdom or Spirit values as well, but that will not be relevant to you for quite some time indeed.”

“And Vitality? You said that was a ‘Well’ Virtue as well.” I asked Grey.

“Hmm, how to put this,” Grey said thoughtfully. “You have noticed that both your Status and the Observe Skill track what is termed as ‘HP’, correct?” At my nod, he continued. “The abbreviation is short for ‘Health Points’-”

One hundred percent just an RPG term, as I thought.

“-but what is ‘Health’, in the context of the System?” Grey asked me.

Oh, he wanted an actual answer. “Uh, I’m guessing how much damage you can take before you cark it?”

“Yes, but how?” Grey coaxed me patiently. “How does the System measure something as nebulous as overall health? Why does one’s ‘Health Points’ only diminish from a direct attack, but not from illness, or overall age? How can it be that when an elderly person passes peacefully in their bed, surrounded by family members, their HP has not diminished until the very moment of death?”

“Well, that’s all news to me. Interesting news, but still news.” I said to him, nonplussed.

Grey paused for a moment in realization. “Ah, forgive me, Nathan. I’m simply too used to giving this lecture to, ah, ‘regular’ students. The answer is that what the System is measuring as ‘Health’, is ones Vitality. Vitality is the Virtue that determines ones HP. The greater the amount of Vitality, the larger your pool of HP and the more damage you can take in battle before you ‘cark’ it, as you so eloquently put it.”

“Well, okay. But that doesn’t actually answer the question of what System is tracking as ‘Health’ for ‘Health Points.” I said to Grey.

He beamed at me. “We don’t know!” He said cheerfully.

I stared at him blankly. “You…don’t know?”

“Oh, indeed. Even with centuries and centuries of testing and hypothesizing. With the libraries of books that have been written on the subject. Make no mistake, there are many things we simply cannot say for certain in regard to the System, even something as foundational as the intricacies of one of the Virtues. Isn’t it exciting?!” Grey told me animatedly.

I cut my eyes to Azarus for a moment. He shrugged at me. I looked back at Grey.

“You don’t have theories about it?” I asked him skeptically.

Grey waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, of course, there are theories. There are dozens and dozens of them! Everything ranging from ‘Vitality is the Virtue of the Soul’, to ‘Vitality is a measure of how much time you have left to live’. Why, I even heard a theory once about how it’s a measure of a secret barrier we all have that deflects damage.” He wiggled his fingers at me in a ‘spooky’ manner and laughed. Putting his hands down and clearing his throat, he continued. “Truly, we don’t know for certain. If anyone attempts to say what it is that Vitality is affecting with certainty, they’re a charlatan. We only know the practical effects. More Vitality equals more HP equals it’s harder for you to die in combat.”

“Uh, alright then,” I said, at a loss. I shook my head slightly to reorient myself. “And the last two? Perception and Dexterity, right?”

“Mmm, yes. The least common of the Virtues.” Grey nodded. “Perception and Dexterity are, at best, considered secondary. They can be invested in by either Magi or Cultivators, but neither is advised to invest too heavily. They simply do not give enough of an advantage.”

“Alright, but what do they do then?” I asked him.

“Perception affects the senses,” Grey explained to me patiently. “It enhances them with every point invested. Sight, sound, hearing, smell. Even your senses of taste and touch are enhanced by perception. At least, to a degree. On the other hand, Dexterity increases your reaction speed and physical acuity. A person that has invested in Dexterity will find that they are quicker to react in combat and able to control themselves bodily in a more precise manner. These two are often termed ‘Defense’ Virtues. Indeed, you could consider Perception as a form of active defense, and Dexterity as a reactive defense.”

I absorbed what he had told me in silence for a moment. After a bit, I spoke back up. “Alright, so I guess I invest most of my points into Intelligence and Wisdom and then spread the rest around between Vitality, Perception, and Dexterity?” I asked Grey.

He nodded at me. “Indeed.”

When he didn’t elaborate any further, I looked at him confusedly. I glanced at Azarus as well, only to see him raise an eyebrow at me silently. I looked back at Grey. “And that’s it?”

Grey shrugged at me. “What else could there be? Allocate your Virtue points as you see fit, now that you are aware of their function.” He sighed. “Ultimately Nathan, I cannot make decisions for you on your specialty. I can only educate you. It’s considered somewhat of a faux pas to dictate to another how they build themselves.”

I flushed slightly. “Uh, alright. I’ll just…do that then.”

Picking up the mirror that I had brought in from the forge, I focused on it and brought up my Status. Touching the surface of the mirror so that it focused on my Virtues, I could see that next to them each had a small plus sign next to them. After Grey’s explanation, I had a pretty good idea of how I wanted to distribute my points. Fiddling with the mirror, I did so. When I was done, I looked at my decision.




	Name
	Nathaniel Eugene Hart



	Titles
	N/A



	Level
	5



	Age
	24 Sol



	Race
	Human (Precursor)



	Affinity
	Terrestrial



	Classes
	N/A



	Professions
	Material Enchantment, Mechanical Engineering, Blacksmithing, Medicinal Alchemy, Surgery



	Health
	240/240



	Stamina
	100/100



	Vitality
	14



	Strength
	10



	Spirit
	10



	Dexterity
	18



	Perception
	14



	Intelligence
	22



	Wisdom
	22



	Free Points
	0



	Options
	Talent Page, Skill Page, Professions Page






When I used all of my free points, a new blue dialogue box popped up.




	Would you like to commit to these Virtues?



	Y/N






I mentally selected yes. In the end, of the forty points I’d gotten from four level up’s, I’d decided to put twelve points into intelligence and wisdom both, eight points into Dexterity, and finally four points into Vitality and Perception each. That sounded like a Mage build to me.

When I finished, I looked back up at Grey and Azarus. I nodded at them. “Well, I’m done.”

Grey met my eyes and nodded back at me. “So you are.”

Azarus clapped his hands together. I jumped.

“Well, now that that’s over with.” He said cheerfully. “Probably time for us to hit the hay. Got more stuff to do tomorrow.”

“In-” Grey interrupted himself with a yawn. “Indeed. It’s been a long day for us all. Time for some rest.”

Azarus stood up from the table and I followed suit.

“Goodnight, gentlemen,” Grey said to both of us. “I’ll see you in the morn.” He wheeled out of the room towards his room by the stairs. After a moment, I could hear his door open and shut.

I looked at Azarus and then down at the plates that all of us had left from dinner. “We just going to leave them, or…?”

Azarus waved dismissively with a grunt. “Deal with it tomorrow. G’night.” He left the kitchen as well, tromping up the stairs to the master bedroom.

I sighed. I spent a few moments picking up the dirty plates and utensils on the table before putting them in the washbasin that was sitting in the corner of the room. Exiting the kitchen myself, I headed up the stairs as well and entered the room that had been given to me. Kicking my shoes and pants off, I sat on the edge of the bed. Leaning over to put my face in my hands, I groaned quietly.

God, what a day.

It didn’t feel like it, but only this morning I’d gotten another Profession in Surgery. We’d almost immediately left after that to the forest. We must have been in there all afternoon. I was exhausted in a way that I hadn’t been in a very long time. Not since…

Well, at least this was a good exhausted. I slipped under the covers and lay my head down. Despite my still unfamiliar surroundings, I fell asleep near immediately.

……………………………………...

The screech of tires.

Flames.

A man and a woman screaming in agony.

Beeping.

Sobbing.

Oppressive silence.

Steel on steel.

A whooshing noise, and then screaming.

Hooves pounding in the dirt.

The crack of a whip.

A horrible smile.

A finger lifting my chin.

“You want to know why?”

……………………………………...

I jerked awake with a strangled cry. Sitting upright violently I stared off into space with a blank, unseeing stare. Slowly, I started to be able to focus. I was hyperventilating and soaked in sweat, even though I had just woken up. I slowly put my head down in my hands and struggled to hold tears back.

God.

That had been similar, but it wasn’t the same. I hadn’t had that nightmare in some time, but it was different this time. Longer.

That only made it worse.

Please, please don’t let those start up again. I don’t know if I can take my nightmares coming back on top of everything else that was happening to me now. I didn’t need that on top of being on a magic alien planet.

Gradually, I was able to get ahold of myself. Raising my head and rubbing my eyes, I glanced at the window. At the very least, it looked like I had gotten enough sleep. It was clearly morning. I lay back down for a moment with a sigh.

I let myself gaze blankly at the ceiling for a few more moments. Before long, I leveraged myself back up into a seating position and swung my legs off of the bed with a grunt. I picked out a different set of clothes that Azarus had left for me in the dresser. Still looked the same though.

I opened the door to my room and stepped out. Before closing the door, I paused and looked back at the bed.

I shuddered slightly, and closed the door behind me.

            

    
        Chapter 21 - Aurora 

    
    
    
    
                I made my way downstairs, still somber from my nightmare. I was trying not to let it affect me too much, but it was difficult considering my past experiences with them. Luckily, it didn’t seem like anyone else was up yet to see me in this state. For once, it looked like I had been the first person to wake up in this house. Making my way into the silent kitchen, I opened the curtains to the small window set in the far wall to let in some morning light. I sat down at the kitchen table afterward, at a bit of a loss.

I might have woken up slightly early, but I was still hungry. Problem was, I didn’t exactly know how to cook around here. I could cook back home though, I’d had to. But I was used to modern meals, with modern appliances. I decided to get up and take a look around the kitchen and see what was available. Making my way over to the large wooden cabinet and opening the left door, I was surprised to find a large amount of perishable goods inside it, just lying there. Vegetables, meats, grains, and even what looked like fruit of a kind that I didn’t recognize. Hell, there were even more steaks that Vandimar had given us yesterday, laying open carelessly on a middle shelf.

I gazed at the contents of the cabinet in confusion. Nothing in there looked spoiled at all. In fact, all of it looked exceedingly fresh, as if it had either just been slaughtered or picked today. A moment later, I felt dumb. Of course, it was magic keeping everything fresh, you idiot. Looking around the inside of the cabinet again, I found what I expected. On the inside of the door I had opened, I found another one of those small discs with a symbol inscribed on it. Didn’t recognize this one, though.

“Oi.” I heard from behind me. I jumped in startlement, banging my head loudly on the top of the cabinet. Clutching my head and hissing in pain, I drew back and turned around. I found Azarus staring at me bemusedly from the doorway of the kitchen.

I stared back at him, awkwardly clutching the top of my head. “Uh, hey,” I said to him. “Morning.”

“Mornin’.” He said back to me, amusedly.

I stopped rubbing my head, the pain fading. I moved away from the cabinet to lean against the table awkwardly. “So, uh. What’s the plan for today?”

Azarus moved out of the doorway and over to the cabinet I had just banged my head on. “Hmm, well. We got three days before we’re heading to Rhoscara, so I figure we’ll just do a bit of practice today. We’ll leave trying to get ya another Profession till tomorrow. We, uh, didn’t get the chance to try and test your racials with everything that happened yesterday.” He turned back around to face me, holding a loaf of bread in my direction. “Ya want some toast?”

“Sure, I’ll take some toast.” I nodded at him. I sat down at the table.

Azarus nodded back before moving over to one of the preparation tables. Setting the loaf down on it, he started to slice it up. Once he’d finished, he moved over to the large cast iron oven, starting it by putting a finger on one of those small enchantment discs. Moving back over to the prep table, he opened a drawer on it and pulled out some kind of wire contraption. Opening it up, I saw him start to put pieces of sliced bread inside of it, before closing it back up. He picked it back up, and moved back over to the oven. He opened the secondary door on the front of it above the fuel door, and shoved the wire rack full of bread inside.

I just watched all of this curiously. I guess this was how people made something as mundane as toast in magic fantasy land. Some of the steps weren’t unusual to me, as I’d watched Azarus cook the steaks from last night, but it was interesting nonetheless. The way that magic was used to mirror some conveniences and appliances from back home was fascinating to me. Honestly, I’d thought that living on this planet would be rife with discomfort, considering the level of comfort I’d been born into on modern-day Earth. But it hadn’t been bad so far. Sure, it didn’t measure up, but ironically my standard of living on Vereden had risen dramatically since I’d been ‘sold’ to Azarus.

Azarus finished up and turned back around. He paused when he saw me watching him. “What?” He asked me.

I shook my head, somewhat embarrassed. “Ah, it’s nothing.”

He shrugged and moved back over to the cabinet. Opening it, he pulled out a jar of something and a few blunt knives before heading over to the table and setting them down. He sat down at the table as well.

We sat in silence for a moment before I broke it.

“Should we wake up Grey?” I asked Azarus.

He shook his head. “Nah, old man needs his sleep.” He paused before leaning over the table. I copied him curiously. “Don’t let him know I said this, but the brand is rougher on him than it is on others. His level is so much higher that it’s suppressing more, and that means he overestimates himself. All that work yesterday tired him out.” He leaned back out. “I’ll wake him in a few hours. Sides, it’s not like I didn’t make some for him. I’ll just put it in the cabinet for when he wakes up.”

I nodded to show I understood. “So.” I began, curiously. “Speaking of the cabinet, what kind of enchantment does it have?”

“Hmm? Oh, it just has a standard stasis disc in it. Makes it so nothing ever spoils in there.” Azarus answered me distractedly. I followed his gaze and saw that he was watching the oven. What, could he see through it to the toast or something? Who knows, maybe he could.

“Is that common?” I asked him. “You know, for most people to have one of those?”

He looked over at me. “Eh, sorta.” He answered me, wiggling one huge hand back and forth. “Discs are a relatively new thing, yeah? They’ve made enchanted items much cheaper than they used to be. Before that, ya had to get everything custom enchanted, and that could be mighty pricy. They’re still not cheap, but I just got a bunch of them 'cause I’m, uh…”

Because he was a noble, got it.

I nodded to show I understood and Azarus nodded back at me, somewhat embarrassed. He looked back over at the oven.

“Toasts done,” Azarus grunted. He got up from the table and moved back over to the oven. Opening up the door he’d put the bread in, he pulled the wire toast maker out and closed it afterward. With his free hand, he put his thumb on the second enchantment disc on the oven. I remembered from last night that this one doused the fire inside. Shuffling back over to the table, he opened the rack, revealing the toast. “Dig in.” He said. Opening the glass jar he’d gotten from the cabinet; he revealed it to be some kind of jam. He slathered a piece of toast using one of the knives.

I copied him, and we ate in silence. The jam turned out to be made from some kind of berry that I couldn’t place.

When we finished, Azarus stood up from the table, uncaring of the crumbs we’d left on the table. He closed the rack of toast back up and put it in the cabinet. Turning back around to face me, he said. “All right, time to get to work. Meet me in the backyard, I’ll fetch the trainin’ weapons.”

I stood up as well. “Right now?” I asked in surprise. “Shouldn’t we let the food settle first?”

Azarus looked at me weirdly for a moment realization flashed across his face. “Ah, right. You’re not an Unawoken anymore, that’s not an issue. Ya ain’t gonna blow chunks if ya work hard after eating now.”

I raised my eyebrows in surprise. Good to know, I guess.

With a final nod to me, Azarus exited the kitchen via the back door.

Looking around the kitchen and how dirty it was, I sighed. Guess it was up to me again.

I got to work.

……………………………………...

I cleaned up in the kitchen only a little, just enough so that it wasn’t disgusting. When I finished, I exited the same door that Azarus had. I found him waiting impatiently in the yard with two spears in hand.

“Finally.” He grunted at me. “What took ya so long?”

I rolled my eyes at him. “Don’t worry about it. We gonna do this or not?”

He answered me by tossing one of the spears at me haft first. Surprisingly, I caught it just fine without even blinking. I guess those new stats were good for something after all. I set the butt of the spear in the dirt.

“All right then,” Azarus said, nodding. “We’ll start with testing your Racials. Sounded like ya had two active ones, yeah?”

“Yeah.” I nodded back at him. “Hidden Amidst the Spheres, and The Scintillant Blade.”

“Yeah, those. Now, Racials shouldn’t be too hard to activate. That’s not the point of them. We just got to figure out what they do. Why don’t ya try the second one you mentioned first? Sounds more suited to combat than the other.”

“Okay,” I said, nonplussed. “Do I just try and activate it like a Skill? Like Observe?”

“Yup,” Azarus answered simply.

I nodded at him, and then concentrated.

Surprisingly, it came to me even easier than Observe did.

The Scintillant Blade.

The blade of my spear erupted with ethereal, rainbow-colored fire. I jumped, holding my spear away from me in alarm. After a moment, I calmed down. The fire wasn’t giving off any actual heat when I brought my hand closer to it. I hesitated for a moment, before actually touching it. I watched in fascination as the rainbow fire curled around my hand like water. It was warm, but not the warmth of a fire. If anything, it reminded me of the sensation of gentle sunlight on my skin. It was…comforting.

“Neat.” I heard Azarus say. Jerking back to reality, I felt my cheeks grow warm. Looking back at him, I could see that he was watching me with patient amusement. He spoke up again. “Now, let’s see what it can do.” Having said that, he motioned for me to attack him.

For some reason, I felt uneasy. I well-remembered yesterday’s training, and how I wasn’t able to even pierce Azarus’s clothes with my spear. I didn’t expect the few levels I’d gotten to have made much of a difference, so why did I feel reluctant to attack him with this ability? I voiced my concerns.

“I dunno man, I don’t know if I should,” I told him uneasily.

Azarus sighed noisily. “Look, Nate. Ya ain’t gonna hurt me. I haven’t mentioned it yet, but I’m over a hundred levels above ya. It’d take a damn miracle for ya to do actual damage to me. I appreciate it, but we’re just trying to see what effects that stuff has. Now, come on. Get in your stance.”

I didn’t feel reassured, but I did what he told me. Getting into the spear stance he’d taught me yesterday, I nodded at Azarus to show I was about to attack him. He just raised an eyebrow at me. With a shout, I charged at him and thrust, scintillant spear point first.

The spear blade slid into Azarus’s flesh with no problem, stopping only when the blade disappeared. I stared at the point of entry, around where a liver would be on a human, horrified. Azarus slowly looked down at the spear lodged in his stomach with a blank look on his face. He looked back up at me.

“Well, damn.” He said faintly.

            

    
        Chapter 22 - Paper Cut

    
    
    
    
                I panicked.

I let go of the spear still lodged in Azarus and sprang away from him clumsily.

“Oh shit, oh fuck, oh shit, oh fuck.” I chattered uselessly, staring at the point that the spear had pierced Azarus’s flesh. My ears were ringing and my world was narrowing. Vaguely, distantly, I was aware that I was having a panic attack. I was familiar enough with them at this point in my life to recognize the symptoms. I was violently knocked out of my fugue when Azarus nonchalantly, seeming without a care in the world, firmly grasped the spear with one huge hand and yanked it out of himself in one smooth motion. He didn’t even wince.

I gaped at him, horrified.

“But, blood…”. I said incoherently, raising one limp hand to point at his wound. I think I was trying to point out how he was going to bleed out now that the wound was unobstructed.

Except, that didn’t happen.

The large stab wound on Azarus’s belly, visible through the tear in his shirt, wasn’t bleeding at all. It was clearly visible, and I could even see individual severed muscle fibers around the entrance, to my horror. But the wound was, disturbingly, clean and blood free.

Azarus reached up to scratch his chin, uncaring about the seeming mortal wound. “Interesting. It’s like your spear didn’t care a whit about me defenses.” He directed his gaze at me finally. “What?”

I was still staring at him aghast. But at least I wasn’t panicking anymore. The way that Azarus clearly didn’t seem to care overmuch about his injury was keeping the panic at bay. I was still concerned, however. I cleared my throat roughly, aware of how dry my mouth had gotten over the last few minutes.

“Are…are you okay?” I asked Azarus hesitantly.

“Yeah?” He said confusingly. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

I opened and closed my mouth in increasing astonishment. “I just stabbed you!” I near shouted at him. “You have a huge fucking hole in your stomach! Why the fuck else would I be asking if you’re okay?!”

Okay, I was actually just shouting at him at the end of that.

Azarus looked down at himself for a moment, puzzled. He stuck his index finger into the wound on his stomach and wiggled it around briefly. I nearly vomited. “What, this? It’ll take more than this to take out ol’Azarus.” He said boastfully. He looked back up at me to see the sickened look on my face. After a moment, realization stole across his own. “Ohhhh, I get it.” He let out a chortle.

I stared at him, aghast.

“Welcome to life as an Awakened, Nate,” Azarus told me cheerfully. “This is what it’s like, yeah? Things like your itsy bitsy poke ain’t a real danger to someone like me.”

I just grew more confused. “But…” I muttered helplessly. “When the deer attacked me, I was definitely bleeding all over the place.”

Azarus nodded. “Yeah, ‘cause you’re not even past your first threshold. For someone like me, who is? I don’t got to worry about bleeding all over the place anymore.” He paused for a second. “Well, not unless I get hurt way, way worse than this.”

I was calming down significantly now. Azarus genuinely didn’t seem to care about his wound, and the unaffected way that he was speaking was helping me more than he seemed to realize. I dragged a hand down my face, suddenly exhausted again, even though I had only woken up from a full night’s sleep maybe an hour and a half ago.

“All right, I’ll bite,” I muttered tiredly into my hand. “What’s a threshold?”

Azarus had no trouble understanding my muffled words. “None of your beeswax.” He rebuked me cheerfully.

I took my hand off of my face to give him a gimlet stare, unimpressed with his dodging the question. He smirked and raised his hands in a placating manner.

“Seriously, it’s not something ya should worry about just now. You’re a long ways away from that. Plus, you’re not supposed to talk about it with people before they’re ready, yeah? Ya can influence ‘em too much and fuck it all up.” He told me, semi-seriously. “For now, pay it no mind. Just know, this little pin-prick will heal on its own right quick. See? Already happening.”

I paid closer attention to the wound again, even though it made me queasy to do so. To my astonishment, he was correct. The stab wound that I had left on Azarus was visibly already healing. It wasn’t healing like he had some kind of comic book healing factor. No, this seemed more like vastly sped-up natural healing. The wound itself was visibly smaller than it had been a few moments ago, and it already had some scab tissue growing on it.

I relaxed even further, now that I knew Azarus was truly in no danger. “Still,” I said hesitantly. “I can’t imagine that was pleasant. I’m…sorry for hurting you.” I told him sincerely, if not also awkwardly.

He literally waved it off. “Eh, I got a talent for that. Barely felt it.” He grunted before visibly brightening. “Now, what I’m more interested in is that skill of yours.” He tossed my spear back to me like he had only moments ago. I caught it again. “Try it again. Only this, I just want ya to come over here and try and cut me arm. We ain’t gonna try and fight with the skill again yet.”

I took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. I then did the process again a second time, to try and clear out any residual panic adrenaline. Okay, Nate. Your fantasy dwarf friend (?) wants you to use the skill you thought had killed him again. You can do this.

I concentrated.

The Scintillant Blade.

That same rainbow flame appeared around the blade of my spear again. I eyed it warily for a moment. Shaking it off, I walked over to Azarus as he’d said to and stood in front of him. He wordlessly held up his right hand in front of him in an invitation. Hesitantly, I brought the flaming head of my spear closer to his arm. Just like it had with me, when the flame touched his skin, it didn’t burn him. It just kind of rolled and twisted around the surface of his skin. I looked up at Azarus to make sure he still wanted to do this. He just raised an eyebrow at me. Looking back down, I pressed the spear's blade to his skin.

A gash immediately opened up on Azarus’s arm, even though I hadn’t put any force behind the blade.

I instantly moved the spear blade away from Azarus and took a step back. I was trembling faintly. I tried to steady myself, or at the very least hide it. I needn’t have bothered, Azarus was looking down at his arm in shock.

“Well, I’ll be damned.” He muttered in amazement. “Never even heard of something like this.” Lifting his head to look at me, Azarus firmed his expression. “Time to wake the old man. He’ll want to know.”

……………………………………..

After stomping back through the house, with me following quietly behind him, Azarus pounded on Grey’s door until a groggy voice told us to come in. After following Azarus in, I stood awkwardly off to one side as Azarus started whispering something to a still-sleepy Grey. Whatever Azarus was saying to Grey seemed to wake him up fast, however. I was able to watch as Grey went from tired to instantly awake and focusing on me in the blink of an eye. The assessing gaze that Grey was giving me was making me a tad uneasy. I shifted nervously from one foot to another. Grey blinked.

“Ah, how rude of me,” Grey said, smiling disarmingly. “Please, pull up a chair Nathan. I believe we have a few small tests to run.” He gestured to a familiar wooden chair sitting in the corner. Azarus just leaned against an open spot on the wall.

I shuffled over to the chair and moved it to where Grey had leveraged himself into his wheelchair. I sat down in it, aware that both Grey and Azarus had their eyes fixed on me. “So…” I said nervously. “What’s up?”

“Well,” Grey said calmly. “Azarus was telling me about you two were testing your racial skill, yes? However, he mentioned that you were able to injure him quite easily. Which, frankly, is highly, highly unusual.”

I cleared my throat. “Uh, yeah. I guess that’s what happened.”

“Fascinating,” Grey murmured to himself.

Coughing into his fist to get attention, Azarus spoke. “Why don’t ya show it to him, yeah? Maybe he’ll have a better idea of what we’re looking at.”

I stared at Azarus blankly for a moment before looking around. I looked back at him. “With what?” I said, somewhat exasperated. “I need a weapon to use it.” I paused. “Wait, how do I know that? Somehow, I just know I need something with an edge on it to use the skill.”

Grey had wheeled over to his desk while I was talking and started to rummage around through a drawer. After a moment of searching, he withdrew a small paring knife. Wheeling back over to me, he handed it over while speaking. “That’s not uncommon at all. Instinctual knowledge of what is required to use a skill is a fundamental facet of the System. There you go. Why don’t you try using the skill on the knife?”

Taking the knife and a deep breath at the same time, I concentrated and activated my skill for the third time today.

The Scintillant Blade.

The blade of the knife in my hand erupted into now familiar rainbow flames.

Grey stared at the flames in fascination. “Well, if nothing else it’s quite visually striking.” He hummed to himself for a moment. “This manifestation reminds me of the auroras of the far north. It’s been some time since I’ve seen them, but I’ve never forgotten the sight.”

I paused to take a closer look at the flames myself. Yeah, now that he mentioned it, I could what he was talking about. The rainbow flames I could conjure did remind me of the aurora borealis back home. Shaking it off, I addressed Grey. “So, how do you want to test this? Do you want me to just cut Azarus or something again?”

“If you could.” Grey nodded. “I wish to observe this phenomenon in action myself. Perhaps I’ll be able to glean something from it. Azarus, if you would?”

Azarus shoved off the wall he had been leaning on silently while Grey and I were speaking. Walking over to where I was sitting, Azarus held out the same arm that I had cut earlier. He cleared his throat and smiled at me. “If ya don’t mind, could ya lay the next cut over the other one, in a kinda cross pattern?”

Grey and I both stared at him, Grey in consternation and myself in horrified amazement.

Grey sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Really, Azarus? Really?”

“What?” Azarus said, smirking and shrugging. “Ladies love a wicked-lookin’ scar.”

I shook my head, wide-eyed. “Whatever you say, man.” I brought the knife up to his arm and laid the blade perpendicular to the other cut. Pressing the blade down on his arm lightly, another gash opened up on his arm just as swiftly as it had earlier. Pulling the blade away quickly, before he could get any more injured, I looked over at Grey.

For the first time since I had met him, Grey had a truly confused look on his face. Leaning back in his chair, Grey rubbed his chin. “I…have absolutely no idea what just happened.” He said wonderingly. “I cannot even sense the flames themselves, much less whatever method they’re using to bypass Azarus’s defenses.”

Azarus’s eyebrows shot up. “Yeah? I mean, I wasn’t too surprised when I couldn’t feel ‘em, but you? You of all people can’t feel ‘em?”

Grey shook his head. “Indeed, no. Truthfully, I’m as shocked as you are. These flames,” He said, gesturing to the knife that was still roiling with rainbow fire. “Might as well not exist to my senses.”

Crossing his arms, uncaring of the wounds on his right, Azarus frowned. “Huh.”

Looking between the two of them, I spoke. “Is…that a problem?”

Grey hummed. “Not truly, I suppose. The only problem comes from the fact that we’ll have difficulty analyzing what your flames are capable of. We’ll need to base any conclusions on them purely from observational data. At least for the moment.” Grey sighed. “If we had access to my lab, it would be a different story. I’m sure I would be able to detect something with some of my more specialized equipment.”

“Best I can tell,” Azarus interjected. “Those flames just completely ignore most defenses. They don’t seem to do any damage themselves, though.”

Grey gazed thoughtfully at the knife in my hand at those words. “I wonder…” He whispered.

Azarus raised an eyebrow at Grey. “Ya got an idea?”

Grey nodded absent-mindedly, staring into the distance. After a moment, Grey turned his gaze to me. “Nathan, I have a request. Would you mind testing your skill on me in the same way that you did Azarus?”

Azarus laughed disbelievingly before I could answer. “You’re joking, ya gotta be. It’s one thing for the skill to hurt me, it’s a whole other for it to hurt you. Doesn’t matter how bound your Status is, you just got more weight to ya.”

Grey ignored his words, gazing at me patiently.

I took a deep breath for a moment to steady my nerves. Fuck it, why not. Apparently, knife wounds didn’t mean much to these people anyway. I nodded at Grey, not trusting myself to speak.

Grey nodded back at me and silently rolled up his right sleeve. Apprehensively, I brought my still flame-covered knife closer to his arm. Taking a deep breath and holding it (while noticing that Azarus did the same, despite his words) I brought the knife down on Grey’s arm.

Nothing.

Unlike Azarus, the knife didn’t immediately wound him.

Letting out the breath I had been holding in a sigh of relief, I withdrew my knife from Grey’s arm and mentally canceled the skill. The flames on my knife winked out.

Azarus let out a breath as well. “What’d I tell ya.” He said, crossing his arms. “It’s ridiculous to thi-”.

“No,” Grey said, interrupting him. Directing my gaze back at Grey, I could see that he was staring unblinkingly at the point that the blade had rested on his skin. I felt a shiver run up my spine at the intensity of his gaze. After a moment, Grey pinned both Azarus and me with a stare. “Look closer.”

The both of us leaned closer his arm unquestioningly at the authority in Grey’s voice. For a moment, I couldn’t see anything on his arm. But after a moment, I could see what Grey had at about the same time that Azarus did, based on his intake of breath.

On Grey’s arm was a small incision, no bigger or deeper than a shallow paper cut.

            

    
        Chapter 23 - Assassin's Potential

    
    
    
    
                For the first time since I’d met him, Azarus looked genuinely uneasy. “Tha’s not good. Tha’s not good at all.” He said, his accent thickening in his distress.

I looked over at Azarus, furrowing my brow at the blatant agitation written across his face. “What do you mean? I’m not a fan of hurting you guys, but isn’t it good that I have a strong racial?”

Grey spoke before Azarus could, drawing my attention back to him. “Indeed, it is.” He said evenly, his gaze steely. “In some regards. However, what Azarus is referring to is the…overall picture, not merely the potency of your racial.”

At this point, I was truly confused by their reaction. “What do you mean?”

Sighing heavily, Grey ran a hand over his smooth head. “The problem Nathan, is the interest that your talent will attract if its capabilities are leaked to the general public. You must understand, the ability of your racial talent to affect those far above your level in such a manner is not only unusual, it’s unheard of. In all my years…” He shook his head. “I can only conclude that this is due to your Precursor nature. However, you must make all attempts possible to conceal the depths of its potential.”

Azarus shifted uneasily. “Don’t let anyone know ya can punch so far above your weight if ya can help it. If ya do, you’re gonna get taken and turned into a weapon for some uppity noble. That’s an assassin’s skill if I’ve ever seen one.”

“Yes.” Grey nodded. “Do not hesitate to use the skill. It bodes well for our purposes and our current circumstances. However, if you must use it against an opponent, give them no chance to report it.” He fixed me with his gaze. “Do you understand?”

It was my turn to be unsettled. I did understand what he was saying, I was just deeply uncomfortable with it. Jesus Christ, I wasn’t a murderer. I’d grown up in modern America and had never gotten into anything more serious than an elementary school fistfight. It was one thing to kill mostly mindless monsters that resembled animals, but it was an entirely other matter to kill another person. Nevertheless, I nodded jerkily at Grey’s words.

Grey’s expression softened slightly. “Well.” He murmured. “If we cannot sense the mechanism by which Nathan’s skill functions, it might well be too dangerous to continue testing it. Continue to use it in combat, for now, and we will try again once we escape.”

“If. If we escape.” Azarus said grimly.

“If,” Grey affirmed quietly. He shook his head slightly. “On the other hand, there is also Nathan’s second skill to test, no? The Status concealment one? Have either of you tested that one?” He asked us in a forcibly cheerful tone.

“Ah, no.” Azarus answered, shaking his head. I did the same.

“Well, give it a go I’d say,” Grey said, motioning to me. “From what I recall, it certainly sounded less…portentous, in application. Afterward, you can continue your martial training with Azarus.”

I nodded quietly. I guess. Not like I had anything better to do.

I closed my eyes and concentrated.

Hidden Amidst the Spheres.

I felt a clicking sensation deep inside me, somewhere I couldn’t quite put my finger on, but nothing else happened. However, I felt a sense of…potential, I guess? It was hard to explain. It was like I could reach out to my Status in some way. Instinctively, I tried. I was surprised at what happened.

In my mind's eye, my Status expanded before me.
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My eyebrows shot up in surprise.

“Nathan?” I heard Grey ask curiously.

I waved one hand absentmindedly. “One sec,” I said, not opening my eyes.

Okay, so my Racial allowed me to view my Status without using a mirror, but I could tell that wasn’t all to it. My Status looked different from how it usually did on a mirror. There was something about the text that looked…impermanent, somehow. Like it could drift away with the wind. I reached out to my Status mentally, raising a hand a well to help focus. I mentally tapped one of the entries and received an impression of possibility. Of change. Mentally shrugging, I tried it out.

I opened my eyes to the expectant looks of both Grey and Azarus. Feeling self-conscious, I spoke. “Well, can you guys try and Observe me, then? I want to see if what I did actually reflected outwards.”

“Of course,” Grey said absentmindedly. As soon as the word Observe had left my lips, Grey had gotten that focused look in his eyes that I knew to be an indication of Observe use. Azarus followed shortly after. Shortly after, I felt two small tingles on the back of my neck.

Grey must have spotted what I did first because an amused smile crossed his face. He met my eyes, nodded at me, and sat back to watch Azarus’s reaction. It didn’t take long.

Azarus snorted, obviously canceling his skill and focusing on me. “You wish.” He told me. “You’re not handsome enough to be a dwarf.”

I smirked back at him. “Oh, I don’t know. I think I get by.” I said modestly, buffing my nails on my shirt.

Azarus rolled his eyes at me. “So, is that it? Ya can change your Status to show what ya want it to?” He asked curiously.

I shook my head. “No, that’s not all. It uh, lets me mentally view my Status as well. I mean, I need to be able to see it to change it, right?” I said, laughing nervously. Mentally, I braced myself. After everything else that had happened, I was ready for them to go all doom and gloom and act like this was the end of the world.

They didn’t.

“Not bad.” Azarus nodded, impressed. “Don’t got one of those meself.”

Grey rubbed his chin. “I do wish we had tested this before you had committed your free points. That way, we would be able to test which version of a Status viewing skill you have.”

I was taken aback, but not in a bad way. I relaxed somewhat. “So, something like this isn’t super rare.”

Grey waved a hand dismissively. “Oh no, not at all. Skills that allow you to bypass the usage of a mirror are not common, but they’re not unknown. It’s merely down to personal preference whether you choose to pursue one. It depends on how much you value the convenience factor. I myself have one.” He told me.

“Cool,” I said, relieved. “So, what was it you were saying about skill versions?”

“Oh, there are generally two versions of Status viewing skills. The first merely allows you to view your status as it is through a medium of your choice, usually mental, but affect no changes to it. In those cases, you still need a reflective surface to interact with your Status. The second merely allows you to work mental changes on your Status, without visualization. Things such as free point allocation, or skill selection. It typically depends on the quality of the skill. I suspect that since yours is a racial, it will be the active changes version.” Grey explained to me happily. I could that he was happy to be back in his element, teaching me things.

Azarus rubbed his chin. “Though, ya know.” He said musingly. “Never heard of a skill that lets ya view and change your status at the same time.”

“Hmm.” Grey nodded. “Yes, neither have I. But it’s not altogether unusual. Thematically, it makes sense to be able to see and change your Status when you’d like. I suspect there might have been similar skills for others in the past if the Skill was of an unusually high quality. However, it makes sense for a Racial to be so flexible, as well. Congratulations, Nathan.”

I shrugged, mildly uncomfortable. “Thanks, I guess”.

Azarus grew uncomfortable for a moment himself. “But, ah. Both of those Racials, they kinda got a theme, don’t they? They both seem like skills for an assassin.”

Grey paused for a moment before speaking. “Technically, yes.” He said delicately. “I do believe they would suit that skill set the best. However, don’t let our musings influence you over much, Nathan. You are free to develop in whichever direction you see fit.”

"What the hell do you mean?" I asked them, baffled. "I kinda get my veiling skill, but the flames? How is a skill that conjures brightly glowing rainbow flames supposed to be an assassin skill?"

Azarus rolled his eyes at me. "You'll get better at using it. I wouldn't be surprised if ya can dim them down enough that the light is barely seen."

"Azarus is correct." Grey nodded. "Racials are often highly versatile, and their usage is dependent on the skill of the wielder."

Oh.

We sat in silence for a moment before Grey broke it again.

“There are a few things I suggest that you change on your Status.” He told me. “Normally, your Status displays your race as a Precursor, correct?” At my nod, he continued. “I suggest changing it to simply display yourself as a human. Furthermore, you should conceal your additional Professions. If someone Observed you and noticed that you had more than the standard two, I suspect that would bring trouble.”

“All right.” I nodded. “But…which two do you think I should leave up?”

“Leave Surgery,” Azarus suggested. “Bleddyn already wants ya to be coming by the shop, so you’ll need that reason if a guard asks ya.”

“Indeed, and I would recommend that the second profession that you leave be your Alchemy.” Grey picked up. “To those in the know, they will already be aware of my presence in this house, thus easily explaining how you acquired it.”

“Sounds fine to me. I’ll just, uh, do that then.” I said awkwardly. I closed my eyes and concentrated on my skill again. Once my Status was back up, I mentally made the changes we had talked about. Once I was done, I went over my Status again critically.
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I could still see the items I had hidden on my Status, but they seemed, well, veiled. I opened my eyes and looked at Grey and Azarus again. I'd had a thought while working on my Status.

"What about my Virtues?" I asked them. "Wouldn't the amount I have seem suspicious? Should I hide those too?"

Grey smiled patiently at me. "That will not be an issue, Nathan. Observe type skills do not display Virtue distribution."

“Oh. All right then, give it a go,” I said to them.

They both got that look in their eyes again, and I felt that same tingle. After a moment, they stopped and Grey nodded at me in satisfaction.

“All appears well to me. Azarus?” Grey said, turning his head to Azarus.

Azarus just grunted, nodding.

Grey turned back to me and clapped his hands. “Well then! I believe that’s all we needed to discuss for now, yes? I remind you gentlemen that you woke me to have this conversation, and at this point, I’m quite hungry. You two,” He said, pointing from me to Azarus. “Also have some training to get back to, no?”

“Oh, joy,” I said sarcastically.

Azarus shoved off of the wall he had been leaning on. “Oh, quit your bitchin’. It won’t be that bad.”

……………………………………...

I flopped down on my bed with a groan.

Yeah, it had been pretty bad.

After our conversation in Grey’s room about my Racials, Grey had left to make some breakfast for himself, while Azarus and I had left for more training. Once there, we had spent the rest of the fucking day out in the sun, ‘training’. More like torture, to me. He’d started by showing me more spear forms, than having me run through them over and over and over again. Once he’d been satisfied that I was starting to get the hang of them, he’d moved on to actual fighting. Of course, once I’d actually started to fight Azarus, those forms broke down. I was clearly not ready for actual combat yet. Whenever I’d screw up like that, Azarus would make me go through everything that he’d taught me all over again before we could fight again.

I didn’t end up fighting all that much today.

It was exhausting. The only real breaks that we took were either for water or for lunch and dinner. I’d just gotten back from dinner, actually. When we were done with dinner, Grey had actually told me that he had an idea about how to get me the last Profession available in town, Wildshaping. He told me to prepare myself for tomorrow morning. Turning my head to my window, I could see that it was fully dark by now. I guess I should be getting to sleep soon.

I knew that I should take a bath after all that exertion today, but I was too tired to move from my surprisingly comfy bed. I’d do it in the morning.

Curious, I decided to check my Status to see if my Spear Talent had grown from everything I’d done today. Too lazy to reach for the mirror that I knew was inside my bedside table, I used Hidden Amidst the Spheres to check mentally.

Yup, Spear Proficiency had grown again. This time to level four.

I guess I wasn’t too surprised to see that it had grown a level today. Azarus had worked me pretty hard.

I relaxed my mental hold on my Status, letting it dissipate. For a bit, I just stared blankly at the ceiling in peaceful silence. After a few minutes of zoning out, I mentally reached for Hidden Amidst the Spheres again.

But this time, I just held the skill activated without pulling up my Status. I hadn’t been completely honest with Grey and Azarus that my skill could only view and change my Status. I don’t know why I hadn’t told them; they’d been extremely forthright with me since they literally saved my life. I had no reason to distrust them.

But…

Something in me said that I needed to keep this on the down low. I don’t know why, I hadn’t even gotten that feeling about my apparent super-assassin skill.

Every time that I activated the skill, there was a sense of…potential that built up before I opened my Status. Intuitively, I knew there was more to that feeling, but I didn’t know what to do with it. Sitting up and forgetting my exhaustion for a moment, I just held the skill in its activated state without opening my Status with bated breath. The potential just kept building and building until some kind of reservoir built into the skill felt like it would burst. And then…

It just dissipated without doing anything.

Letting out a sigh and flopping back on my bed again, I put my arm over my eyes.

Whatever, I’d figure it out later.

            

    
        Interlude 2 - Weird Guy

    
    
    
    
                Walter Meyers tried to keep his head down while he followed his new dwarven master through the markets. This wasn’t difficult for him, as he had already gotten a harsh lesson about staring from the dwarf that had purchased him. In the scant few days since he’d been a slave, he’d learned. Master Horsoun had no pity for him.

Walter was slowly becoming numb to it all. Only sixteen years old, and his life was already over. He’d been forced to flee the war by his frantic father, along with the rest of his family. What little life and prospects that he’d had were gone now, no doubt burned down by those damn dolls. His family were all dead as well, killed in an elven raid while trying to seek a more peaceful life in dwarven lands. Everyone knew that the rebels didn’t dare try and strike into the Principality.

He supposed it didn’t matter much for him, at this point. He was just property now, no better than old Matilda, the family milk cow.

Walter didn’t know what he and his master were doing in the markets today and didn’t much care to find out. He’d learned another lesson from Master Horsoun about curiosity, after all. He just quietly walked behind his master, dull eyes down and fixed on his master’s feet as he trudged along.

Slowly, as he and his master trudged down the main thoroughfare of the small dwarven town he’d found himself enslaved in, he began to hear a commotion. He still didn’t dare look up, not until his master stopped as well. Risking a glance up at his master’s back, he could see from behind that the dwarf had stopped to rubberneck the source of the noise. He followed his master’s gaze.

The commotion was coming from another pair of dwarven master and human slave. The dwarf was yelling at his slave for dropping what looked to be a large amount of cutlery. The utensils were sprawled out all over the hard-packed dirt road.

Walter didn’t recognize the dwarf, which also didn’t surprise him. He was huge frankly, the largest dwarf he’d ever personally seen. With blazing red hair and a surprisingly long beard, he was nearly the average height of a human man. Something about the beard tickled his memory, but he felt like he’d forgotten most of the lessons he’d had with Brother Franklin after everything that had happened to him. On the other hand, he did recognize the human that was being yelled at.

It was that weird guy the caravan had picked up the day of the raid.

Walter was somewhat surprised to see him. He figured the stunty’s would have put him down by now. After the guy had just shown up on the edge of camp and gotten Corporal Danvers all up in a tizzy, word had gotten around that he might be Unawakened. His best friend Paul had been the first person to find him, and had excitedly told him the story. From what he’d said, the weird guy had just appeared out of thin air, like a mage or something. Walter ignored the pang in his heart at the reminder of Paul, dead at the end of an elven spear.

The yelling of the dwarven master had drawn the attention of one of the guardsmen, who had sidled up to the huge dwarf. He was too far away to hear what they were saying to one another. Master Horsoun must have been too far away as well, as he sauntered over closer in order to eavesdrop. Walter followed dutifully.

“…untrained…” He heard as heard in snippets as he and his master got closer. “…ungrateful…night…barracks…” Whatever the huge dwarf was saying to the compliant guard, it probably didn’t bode well for the weird guy. When the master was done speaking to the guard, the guard actually saluted the large dwarf. The guard strode over to the strange man and grabbed him roughly by the arm and wrenched it behind him. The human let out a strangled noise of pain at the movement. Holding the arm of the man behind his back in a bar, the guard began force-marching the slave out of the market in the direction of the gate. Despite everything that had happened to him so far, Walter felt an ounce of pity for the man.

“Hmph. Good on you, My Lord.” Walter heard Master Horsoun say with approval in his voice. “Come along, boy.”

Walter followed dutifully as his master began to walk towards his destination again. As he left the scene of the accident, he caught sight of the huge dwarf’s face. It was twisted strangely, gazing in the direction that the slave had been taken in.

Walter tried not to think too deeply on it. Like most things, these days.

Better to just be numb to it all.

……………………………………...

Later that day, Walter stumbled into the slave barracks, exhausted. His master had driven him hard. He’d been hauling goods and packages for Master Horsoun to and from the post office all day. He had no idea why his master needed so much junk, and he didn’t dare ask.

Flopping onto his patchy woolen bunk in the barracks, he let out a sigh. He hadn’t eaten since his meager breakfast at first bell, and he was starving. It was near sundown, and he knew that the next meal would be just as meager. At least it would be soon, he’d learned that they typically served dinner around this time. He just needed to wait for the rest of the field slaves to come in, and then the overseers would ring the dinner bell. He closed his eyes to rest until then.

As he was dozing, a hand shook his shoulder. Groggily opening his eyes, Walter followed the hand up to its owner. It was Mr. Matheson, one of the only other survivors from his caravan.

“Up, boy.” Mr. Matheson said gruffly. Henry Matheson was a large man, built from a lifetime of labor on a farm back home. Walter supposed his size was what had saved his life in the end. A large, strong-looking slave was more likely to sell, after all. “You slept right through the dinner bell.”

Fully awake now, Walter sat up in his bunk. He looked up at Mr. Matheson. “When did you get in?” He asked him. As far as he knew, Mr. Matheson had been assigned to work the fields.

Mr. Matheson scowled slightly, reaching up to fiddle with his slave collar absentmindedly. “Not long ago. I figured a green boy like you couldn’t handle a real day’s work, and came to find you.” He said gruffly. Walter didn’t take it personally. Mr. Matheson had tried to look out for him as best he could since they’d been sold. “Foods ready.” He told Walter, turning around and striding to the entrance of the barracks they’d been assigned to.

With a groan, Walter sat up and followed him. Exiting the barracks, he found most of the slaves standing in line for their bowl of thin stew. Shuffling into line, Walter settled in to wait for his turn. Before long, he’d received his meal for the night and bowed his head in thanks for the food, as his mother had taught him. The overseer didn’t acknowledge him at all.

Holding his stew close to his chest protectively, Walter searched for a place to eat it safely. He found that Mr. Matheson had saved a spot for him near the bonfire that was in the middle of the circle of slave barracks. He made his way over to Mr. Matheson and dug into his food without a word. Mr. Matheson didn’t acknowledge him either.

When he was finished with his dinner, Walter merely stared blankly into his empty wooden food bowl. He didn’t know how long he sat there next to Mr. Matheson, as blissfully numb to the world as he was. Walter jerked out of his empty-mindedness when he felt a nudge on his shoulder. Turning to face it, he found it had been Mr. Matheson.

“Look at that.” Mr. Matheson said, pointing. Walter followed his finger. With a start, he saw that Mr. Matheson was pointing at the weird guy from earlier that morning.

The guy looked rough. He had a large, visible bruise across half of his face, overlaying the fresh-looking scar on his left cheek. He was visibly dirty and looked nearly dead on his feet. Despite that, the weird guy was going from person to person and asking something. Everyone that the guy spoke to either ignored him or was telling him to fuck off. Walter understood. Everyone was tired. They just wanted to eat their food and relax as much as they could, before they had to exhaust themselves again tomorrow.

“What does he want?” Walter asked Mr. Matheson, curious despite himself.

Mr. Matheson grunted. “He was put in the fields with us today. Damn near worthless, he was. He kept going around and askin’ if anyone would be willin’ to teach him Wildshaping.”

Walter was surprised. He studied the man again before turning back to Mr. Matheson. “He doesn’t have his Professions?” Walter was only sixteen, and he already had both of his Professions. That guy was definitely older than him.

Mr. Matheson shrugged. “Guess not. Danvers was probably wrong. That guy ain’t no spy.” He paused a moment before continuing. “Might’ve been Unawakened after all.” There was naked pity in his voice.

Walter turned back to study the stranger. Slowly, he became aware that a feeling had made its way past his wall of numbness. “What’s his name?” He asked Mr. Matheson, still watching the weird guy.

“Said it was Nathan.” Mr. Matheson said, off to his right.

Slowly getting to his feet, Walter set his empty food bowl on the log that he had been sitting on. Before he could go anywhere, he felt a large hand grab his wrist. Turning to face it, he found that Mr. Matheson was looking at him with an unreadable expression on his face.

“Don’t know if that’s a good idea, boy.” The large man said softly. “Best not to get mixed up with his business.”

Walter felt angry despite himself. “He’s not going to last long if he doesn’t have his Professions.” He whispered furiously to Mr. Matheson.

Mr. Matheson sighed. “Are any of us?” He asked under his voice. He let go of Walter's wrist abruptly. “Go on then. I’m not your father.”

Walter staggered slightly, before getting his feet under himself steadily. He turned in the direction of the weird guy, Nathan, and started making his way over to him without another word.

The guy had taken a seat on one of the logs in between one of the barracks and put his head in his hands. Walking over to him, Walter sat next to him with a thump. The man jerked upright and turned to face Walter with a wild look on his face. However, when his eyes met Walters, a look of recognition spread across his face.

“You…” The man said slowly. “Were you…?”

Walter looked away from the man and down at his clasped hands. “Yes.” He said simply. He didn’t need to say anything else. The man clearly understood. With a sigh, the man dragged a hand down his face, before wincing when his motion upset the bruise upon it.

“Can I help you?” The man said tiredly.

Walter looked back up at the man. “Um. I heard you were looking for someone to teach you Wildshaping?” He asked hesitantly.

The man’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Are you offering?” He asked, shocked.

Walter nodded nonverbally.

The man took a breath and let it out, clearly relieved. “What’s your name?” He asked Walter, extending a hand.

Walter looked at the hand for a few moments before slowly taking it in his own. “Walter Meyers.” He said softly, not looking the man in the eye.

The man shook hands with him once before letting go. “Nathan Hart. It’s nice to meet you, Walter.”

Walter mumbled something in response. Even he wasn’t sure what he said.

Mr. Hart nodded as if he understood, nonetheless.

The two sat in awkward silence for a moment before Walter broke it. He limply extended his hand again. “Do you want to…?” He asked questioningly.

“Yeah.” Mr. Hart said firmly. “I do.” He took Walter’s hand in his again.

Walter looked up at the man finally and met his eyes. Absentmindedly, he noted that they were green. Walter took a deep breath before speaking again. “Do you-” His voice broke. Walter cleared his throat, embarrassed. Mr. Hart just waited patiently. “Do you wish to learn Wildshaping?”

“I do.” Mr. Hart said decisively.

A brief spark in between their clasped hands.

Mr. Hart visibly relaxed once they’d dropped their hands. “Thank you, Walter.” He said sincerely. “I won’t forget this.”

“It’s fine,” Walter mumbled, looking down to study his feet.

“No.” Mr. Hart said resolutely. Walter jerked his head up at that. He saw that Mr. Hart had clenched his jaw. “I mean it when I say, I will not forget this. You were the only one to give me the time of day, and I didn’t even have to come to you.” Mr. Hart stretched out a hand to lay on Walter’s shoulder. “You’re a good man, Walter.”

Walter's eyes welled up, against his will. Not even his father had acknowledged him as a man before he’d died trying to negotiate with the elves. Desperately, he wiped at his eyes with the back of his hand.

“Despite the situation we find ourselves in.” Mr. Hart said soothingly to Walter. “I really believe that we can’t let ourselves sink to their level. They’re trying to beat the empathy out of us. It’s what all of this,” He said, waving an arm around himself at the slave grounds. “Is about. They want us to become something less than human. Nothing but unthinking, unfeeling machines to do their labor for them. Don’t let them turn you into that, Walter.” He finished, before losing some of his confidence and flushing. “At least, that’s what I think.”

Walter got his emotions under control. He looked back up at Mr. Hart with eyes red from tears. “Thank you. I-I’ll try.”

Mr. Hart nodded back at him with a smile. He got to his feet with a groan, twisting back and forth to let several audible cracks sound from the small of his back. He extended a hand down to Walter. “I don’t know about you, but I’m exhausted. I’m about ready to hit the hay.” He told Walter.

Walter nodded and then hesitated. “Do you…? Know where you’re going to sleep tonight? Did they assign you a bunk?”

Mr. Hart shook his head. “No, they didn’t. And I was being literal about that hay, anyway. The guard told me to just sleep in the hay pile near the overseer’s barracks.” He said, pointing a thumb at the visibly nicer building off to the side of the circle of slave barracks. He paused a moment, before bringing a hand up to his bruised cheek. “Well, after he gave me this. Anyway, I’m not sticking around here. The guards are going to be taking me back to my ‘master’,” His face twisted slightly at the word. “In the morning.”

“Oh,” Walter said, slightly disappointed. He couldn’t help but feel that he had connected with Mr. Hart, and had been looking forward to maybe having a new friend.

Mr. Hart must have sensed this because he put a hand on Walter’s shoulder again. “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure we’ll see each other again. Like I said, I won’t forget what you did for me.”

Walter nodded, embarrassed that Mr. Hart had seen right through him.

“Well, goodnight, Walter.” Mr. Hart said. With a final nod at him, Mr. Hart started walking in the direction of the overseer’s barracks.

Walter watched him go for a moment, before deciding to copy him and go to sleep. He walked past the bonfire that Mr. Matheson was still sitting at and gave him a nod. Mr. Matheson nodded back. Reaching the barracks that he’d been assigned to, Walter meandered over to his bunk and flopped into it, just as he had earlier. This time, however, he got under the paper-thin sheets. Settling down in his bunk to go to sleep, Walter felt better than he had in days. At least, mentally.

Don’t lose his empathy, huh. Walter felt that his mother would have approved of Mr. Hart.

Father would have probably hated him, though.

With that comforting thought, Walter fell asleep.

            

    
        Chapter 24 - Shape of the Wild

    
    
    
    
                I stumbled my way into the clearing that Azarus’s house sat in, pushed from behind by a bored dwarven guard. I didn’t say anything in response to the shove, I just got my feet back under me. No use getting mad at these guard assholes, I was starting to get used to their shit. The bored guard behind me nudged me in the middle of the back with his truncheon.

Yeah, yeah. I get it.

I got moving, making sure I was still mentally and physically in ‘slave mode’. I trudged up the dirt path leading up to the house with both my head and shoulders lowered. Once we got to the door, the guard stepped in front of me. He visibly puffed himself up before, honest to God, taking out a small handheld mirror from a pouch belted to his waist. With one hand, he wiped a smudge of dirt from his cheek and adjusted his hair.

Any embarrassment I might have felt for this asshole was preemptively smacked right out of me yesterday when he had casually backhanded me. Even with how fast I healed now with my new Status, I still had a fading bruise the next day.

With one last adjustment of his armor, the guard knocked on the door of Azarus’s house and waited anxiously. I stifled a laugh behind him, aware that it would probably get me another backhand. Thumping boot noises from inside the house heralded the opening of the door.

Taking up most of the space in the doorway, Azarus stood holding a mug of something in one hand. The guard actually saluted when he saw Azarus, standing straight and bringing his right arm standing straight up with a clenched fist. Azarus just took a sip from his mug, visibly unimpressed.

“Lord Azarus!” The guard nearly shouted. “As you requested, your slave spent the night in the barracks, in order to better appreciate your magnanimity! I’m certain he will carry your burdens with better care in the future!”

I rolled my eyes at Azarus from behind the guard. Azarus didn’t bother being so discrete, as he visibly rolled his own eyes at the guard. “Yeah, whatever. Thanks, or something.” He said dismissively. He jerked his head in the direction of further inside the house at me from over the top of the guard. Sidling past the guard, careful not to show him my face lest he see my barely hidden smirk, I slipped inside the house. Without another word, Azarus shut the door in the face of the guard.

“Oh.” I heard a crestfallen voice say through the door. Azarus didn’t pay it any mind, but I just barely managed to keep myself from bursting out laughing. Whatever, fuck that guy.

Azarus turned interested eyes my way once he’d shut the door. “So, did it work? Did ya get it?” He asked me

I nodded at him. “Yup. I got it. I mean, just barely, but I got it.” I held up a hand to forestall any more questions. “Can it wait, man? What he didn’t say is that I worked the fields yesterday too, and as you can see, I’m filthy. I need a bath.”

Azarus closed his mouth and nodded at me. I stepped past him and made my way upstairs.

“Oh, and Grey’s got some breakfast ready in the kitchen when you’re done.” I heard Azarus say from behind me. I just waved a hand over my shoulder in acknowledgment as I was walking up the staircase. Once I was upstairs, I grabbed a change of clothes from my room before heading to the bathroom.

……………………………………...

I spent a good amount of time in the bath after scrubbing myself clean. Honestly, I needed the relaxation after all the hard labor I’d done yesterday. I might have lazed around in the tub for half an hour before I reluctantly picked myself out of the tub. Catching a glimpse of myself in the mirror, I could see I was pink all over. One good thing I could say about these magical bathtubs is that the water never got cold. Those enchantment discs kept it at a steady temperature the whole time.

I got dressed before exiting the bathroom and heading down the stairs. Hearing voices from the kitchen, I walked over in that direction. I guess even with all the time I spent in the bath, Grey and Azarus were still idling in there. Entering the kitchen, I could see that both of them were sitting at the table and sipping something from mugs. There was a kettle steaming on the still-burning oven behind them.

“Ah, Nathan!” Grey perked up at my appearance. Azarus turned around in his chair as well and nodded at me. I nodded back at both of them. “I trust you’re feeling better?”

“Yeah, but I’m pretty hungry. I didn’t get much to eat yesterday. Azarus said something about food?” I asked Grey. He just inclined his head to the stasis cabinet. Oh, yeah. That made sense. Making my way over to it, I opened the cabinet. Inside, I found a large plate of eggs and what looked like bacon, still steaming. I happily took it out and closed the cabinet behind me and went to sit at the table. While I’d had my back turned, Grey had grabbed the kettle and prepared me a cup of whatever they were drinking as well. Murmuring my thanks to him, I accepted the mug and took a sip to try it. I was surprised to find that it tasted exactly like peppermint tea, but I wasn’t complaining. I sat down to eat my breakfast, uncaring about how Grey and Azarus were going to watch me. I was too hungry to be self-conscious.

Once I was done with my breakfast, I sat back with a sigh. After having such a full meal, I expected to be tired again, but I surprisingly wasn’t. Maybe it was the tea? I turned my attention to Grey when he cleared his throat.

“So, Azarus tells me you were successful in finding someone to teach you Wildshaping? I must confess, I’m glad that my haphazard plan worked.” Grey told me, visibly relieved.

Yesterday morning, Grey had sat down with Azarus and I and told us his longshot plan for me to get Wildshaping without arousing even the slightest bit of suspicion. He’d told us how with so many slaves working out in the fields, it was a guarantee that at least one of them knew the Profession and would be willing to teach it to me. In my experience, it was true that most of the slaves had known some variant of Wildshaping, but not that they were willing to teach me. Nearly all of them had been unfriendly to some degree, with a few showing outright hostility at me approaching them. I tried not to hold it against them. They had all been consigned to a fate that many would find worse than death.

I was lucky to meet Walter.

I relayed my experiences with the slaves and at the barracks to Grey and Azarus. When I was done, I took a drink of my cooling tea to soothe my throat.

“I see,” Grey said thoughtfully. “As you say, you were lucky to meet young Mr. Meyers. It is a tragedy that someone so young is now consigned to such a cruel fate. To Mr. Meyers, and his generosity.” He said solemnly, raising his mug in the air. Azarus and I copied him, clinking our three mugs together wordlessly. Setting his mug down, Grey continued. “Now then. I’m sure we’re all curious to see which variant of Wildshaping you acquired Nathan. I don’t believe you had anything in mind when you accepted the Profession, yes?”

I shook my head. “No, I didn’t think of anything. I was too tired at the time to even consider it, even if I’d had an idea of what I wanted. Thanks, but I’m going to try the racial this time, yeah?” I said to Azarus, who had just handed me one of the small mirrors he kept in the kitchen.

“Oh yeah,” Azarus muttered, embarrassed. “Forgot about that.”

I shrugged and called up my skill.

Hidden Amidst the Spheres.

I immediately opened my Status without bothering to play around with that sense of potential. Sure enough, I could see the notification for learning Wildshaping.




	You have learned Wildshaping!



	You have learned Woodworking!



	Would you like to review your Professions?



	Y/N






I guess that answered the question of whether or not my skill could manipulate my Status or not. Opening up my Professions pane, I saw that one of the last two blank circles on the spiral had been filled in. This time, by a small stylized image of a tree. And the center…

I hummed to myself in thought.

“I assume you received the Profession correctly?” Grey asked me curiously.

“Yeah,” I said distractedly. I was still pondering what had shown up in the middle space of the Professions panel. “I got Woodworking, which is fine I guess.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Grey and Azarus exchange a glance at my preoccupation. Grey cleared his throat. Snapping out of it, I directed my gaze over to him. I flushed slightly at his raised eyebrow.

“Ah, sorry.” I apologized to him sheepishly. “It’s just, you know that image I told you about in the center of the Professions page? The one that was too fuzzy to make out? I can kinda, sorta see what it is now. A little.”

That perked Grey right up. I could visibly see him restraining his enthusiasm as he leaned forward. “What is it?” He asked me excitedly.

“Uhh,” I said, tilting my head to the side. “I think it’s a fist?”

That gave Grey pause. “What? A hand? That’s it?” He asked me, confused.

“I mean, it’s still blurry, but I can kinda make some of it out?” At the look on Grey’s face, I smiled sheepishly at him. “Sorry.”

Azarus scratched his chin through his beard. “The bleedin’ hells does that mean? What kinda Profession does a fist represent?”

Grey slumped back in his chair. He sighed. “I don’t know. The symbology of a fist, in relation to Professions in general, is too broad. I was hoping that the mark of the Profession would give us a clue as to what it does, but that’s too vague.” He sighed again. “We’ll simply have to pursue the last Profession that Nathan requires to unlock it. Speaking of; Azarus?”

At Grey's prompting, Azarus snapped out of his musing. Looking up, he found both Grey and I looking at him. “Ah, right.” Turning to me, he said. “While you were out, I went and spoke to the caravan master. Something came up for him, and now he’s intending to head out to Rhoscara earlier than scheduled.”

“What does that mean for us?” I asked Azarus, raising an eyebrow at him.

“What’dya think it means? It means we’re heading out earlier than I’d planned on, too. A cart is the only real way we’re going to be making our way there, so we’re going with him.” Azarus said decisively.

“All right, I guess,” I told Azarus, strangely unconcerned about venturing to another city. “What do I need to do?”

“Ah.” Grey piped in. “At Azarus’s behest, I went to the trouble of preparing a travel pack for you, Nathan. It will contain everything you require for the journey. I have it stashed in my room, for when you leave.”

“Journey, huh,” I said, leaning my chin on my fist. “How long do you expect that to take?”

“Eh.” Azarus waggled a hand back and forth. “With this driver, should take us about four days travel. Honestly, Rhoscara isn’t that far from here. S’why I head there for supplies. And, uh. Why I go there, considering everything, ya know?” He finished, visibly uncomfortable.

Ah.

I remember now, either he or Grey had mentioned that he had family there. From the other side of the family. You know, the ones who apparently weren’t slaving assholes.

Awkward.

I shrugged, not making a big deal of it. “When are we heading out, then?”

“Tomorrow,” Azarus told me, relaxing slightly. “We’re leaving for Rhoscara tomorrow.”

            

    
        Chapter 25 - Justifying Trouble

    
    
    
    
                The next morning found Azarus and I walking down the path to town again, this time wearing packs. Azarus had woken me up much earlier than the usual time that we did. I had no idea what time it actually was of course, because Azarus didn’t own a clock. Apparently, they were hard to come by, with how new the Profession that made them was. All I knew is that the sun had only finished coming over the horizon when I woke up.

As Grey had told me, he’d had a pack ready for me sitting in his room. Honestly, it was smaller than I’d expected for a pack meant to last me over a week. It looked more like a small rucksack, to me. When I’d mentioned that to Grey, he’d just chuckled and told me that it had a small spatial expansion enchantment on it. Apparently, I could keep the bag after my trip.

After a quick breakfast, Azarus and I left his house after saying our goodbyes to Grey. I’d been a little worried about how a disabled man, much less a disabled slave, would survive by themselves. However, Grey had assured me that this was far from the first time that he’d been left alone to fend for himself while Azarus was in Rhoscara.

We spent the trip to town in silence, both of us too tired to carry on a conversation. Before long, we’d exited the side path alongside the manor and reached the town proper. Slouching into ‘slave mode’, I slipped behind Azarus without a word. Azarus didn’t miss a stride, used to this as well. He just straightened up as well, slipping into his more ‘noble’ bearing.

He led us through the marketplace without stopping and near the gate that led out of town. As we got closer to the gate, I could see that the guards that normally stood at either side of it were dozing on their feet as well. Azarus veered left when we got to the gate, walking alongside it. After a short walk alongside the wall, we reached one of the larger buildings that I had seen in this small town. It had multiple floors to it, and it even had a small stable off to the side. But I suspect what was out in front was what we were here for.

It was larger and had a slightly different shape to it, but at this point, I could recognize a wagon when I saw one. Actually, it was so large it reminded me of a train car, if not quite as long. Mostly made of dark wood with what appeared to be steel wheels, it had a canvas hood that stretched from one side to another. Honestly, the construction of it seemed more sophisticated than the wagon I had been transported in. Maybe in magical, pre-industrial fantasy land, wagon construction was bizarrely advanced. Hitched to the wagon were four of the largest draft horses I’d ever seen, patiently waiting to get underway. A team of dwarves were loading crates into the back of the wagon, while a different dwarf was supervising them. Azarus walked right up to the supervising dwarf, calling a greeting as he got closer.

The supervisor turned to face Azarus as we neared him. I tried to keep my head down, unsure of this dwarf’s temperament.

“There you are.” I heard an unfamiliar voice say. The voice had an aged lilt to it, with a similar accent that I had heard from every other dwarf but Azarus. “I was starting to wonder if you were coming at all, with how late you are.”

Late? I thought to myself. This was still the ass-crack of dawn, as far as I was concerned.

“Ah, sorry about that,” Azarus said to the other dwarf, running a hand down the back of his head. I was startled, personally. From my experience, Azarus was pretty standoffish with most other people. The only other person I’d seen him let his guard down with, aside from Grey and I, was Vandimar. I took it to mean that Azarus was more comfortable around this guy. I decided to risk a glance at him discreetly, still aware of the other unvetted dwarven laborers in the background.

Flicking my eyes up, I took him in. Yup, that’s an old dwarf all right. Clean-shaven with craggy cheeks, he nonetheless had long, steel gray hair done up in elaborate braids. The dwarf had a long, hawkish nose and a keen gaze, as evidenced by the fact he immediately noticed when I looked up at him. I hurriedly looked down. Azarus might know this guy, he might even trust him. I didn’t yet.

“Hmm.” I heard from the dwarf. “You said you were taking another along with you, but you didn’t mention they were a slave.” Disapproval was thick in the dwarf’s voice.

I could visibly see Azarus wince from behind him. “Look, it’s complicated, yeah? We can talk about it once we hit the road.”

The other dwarf grunted in assent. “As you say. The boys are just about done, so go ahead and put your sacks inside too. We’ll be heading out in about ten minutes.”

Azarus agreed and walked over to the back of the wagon, with me following. Passing by a few of the workers that were loading crates, he carelessly tossed his own pack inside, hitting the far wall. Conscious of the dwarves surrounding me, I instead carefully set the drawstring of my bag on one of the dull hooks embedded into the walls of the wagon. Azarus stepped away from it afterward, with me following.

Azarus walked out of hearing range of the wagon and leaned against the wall of a nearby building. I simply stood next to him, trying not to look too conspicuous.

“So, what’s his deal?” I whispered to Azarus, careful to keep my head down in order to mask my lips.

“That’s Gren,” Azarus whispered back to me out of the corner of his mouth. “Don’t worry about him, alright? He’s done good by me plenty of times. Once we’re on the road, ya can act normally. He ain’t gonna care.”

I made a small noise of assent. “And the others?”

“What? Who?” Azarus said slightly louder, nearly turning his head to me. I saw a few of the worker's heads turn slightly before getting back to work.

I let a breath out of my nose in frustration. “The other dwarves, dammit. The ones that are loading the wagon.”

Azarus snorted slightly. “Ya don’t got to worry about them. They’re just part of Gren’s crew in town. It’ll just be you, me, and Gren on the road.” He told me under his voice.

I relaxed slightly and kept quiet after that. Azarus did too. After maybe another twelve minutes of waiting while the dwarven workers loaded the wagon, they finally seemed to finish. I was trying not to stare too much, but I saw ‘Gren’ walk over to the workers and have a conversation with them. After a bit of back and forth, Gren deposited a sack of something in the hands of what must have been the lead worker. With mutual nods to each other, the workers started trundling off, some simply heading back into the building that the wagon was sitting in front of. Turning to face our direction, Gren waved Azarus and me closer.

Pushing off the wall, we walked closer. When we were in earshot, the aged dwarf addressed us. “Az, you hop up on the bench with me. You,” He said, pointing to me. “Hop in the back. Got a cot you can sit on near the front.” Before either Azarus or I could say or do anything in return, Gren walked over to the horses and began to inspect them. Since we were standing side by side, I looked over at Azarus and raised an eyebrow slightly. He just shrugged at me and followed the dwarf’s directions, hopping up into the passenger seat on the driver’s bench. I rolled my eyes and walked around to the back of the wagon and hauled myself in.

Despite the number of crates I had seen piled into this wagon, it didn’t seem too cramped inside. With the way that the wagon was built, there was a small gap between the front wall and the driver’s seat where you could see out the front. There was still plenty of room inside to maneuver, with even more room up near the front. Noticing the cot that Gren had mentioned sitting in the left-hand far corner, I shuffled my way over to it and sat down, facing the back of the wagon and resting my back on the front. After a few minutes, I heard Gren climb up into the driver’s seat with a grunt.

“All good?” I heard him say to Azarus. Azarus grunted in agreement. “What about you in there?” Gren asked from the driver’s seat above me and outside the wagon. I started in surprise. “All good?”

I cleared my throat. “Uh, yeah! I’m fine!” I hurriedly answered him.

“All right then.” I heard Gren say. A moment later, I heard what must be a crack from the reins of the wagon. With a few whinnies from the horses, the wagon started moving under their combined might. The wagon was only moving for a few minutes before it stopped again. From the sound of the voices outside, we must have been at the gate. One of the guards began speaking to Gren, and after a short conversation, I heard the guard give an order to someone else. I heard a groan as the large wooden gate began opening. Shortly thereafter, the wagon began moving once more.

Away from the slave town.

……………………………………...

We must have been traveling down the road for maybe fifteen minutes before Gren broke the silence we had been traveling in.

“All right, we’re far enough away. Now, what’s going on Azarus? You know the trouble we could face for bringing a slave to Rhoscara.” I heard Gren to Azarus.

Azarus sighed. “Alright, alright. I get it. But there’s something he needs from there, I figured I’d bring him along for my regular trip.”

“What is it then? He sick? You sick, boy?” Gren said to me.

I sat up from where I had been listening to them speak. “No, uh, I’m not sick. It’s more complicated than that.”

Gren growled in frustration. “You two keep saying that! Well, uncomplicate it for me. Look, Azarus, I’ve known you for years and I like you; I truly do. But I’m going to need a more compelling reason than ‘it’s complicated’ to risk my business like this.”

“Ah…” Azarus hesitated.

I piped in. “It’s because before about a week ago I’d never even heard of the System. I was Unawakened.”

There was a shocked silence outside the wagon for a moment.

“Truly?” I heard Gren say, baffled. “How can you have never heard of the System? What kind of hole have you been living in?”

“He’s from beyond the northern mountains.” Azarus butted in. “Got caught up in an elf raid, and was shipped here. I found him and realized what he was before Magnus,” I heard him spit off to the side. “Could have him executed for being a ‘waste of money’. I took him in and have been trying to do right by him since.”

“Huh,” Gren said thoughtfully. “Alright then, but why does he need to go to Rhoscara? I’m not without sympathy, mind.” He said in my direction. “It’s just that the Florens don’t take too kindly to slaves in their walls. They may not be able to do anything about it, since slavery is legal, but they’ll make life damn difficult for us while we’re there. You know this, Azarus.”

“Yeah, I do,” Azarus said somberly. “But I know people there. Not just, you know, the obvious. They’ll kick up a stink at the gate, and I can ask to talk to someone I know. I’ll try and explain things, and hopefully, we won’t have a problem.”

“Hopefully,” Gren said doubtfully.

Azarus sighed. “Yeah.”

Gren was silent for a moment. “So, I ask again.” He said skeptically. “What’s in Rhoscara that you need so desperately, boy? Can’t be trying to send a message, nobody really has contact with the northern tribes. No messenger worth their salt would risk it.”

“He-” Azarus began.

“I need a second Profession, and we can’t get it back in…” I interrupted him again. I paused a moment in confusion. “You know, I just realized I never asked what the town we just left is called?”

Gren made a sound of amusement. “It’s named Addersfield. Go on then, you were saying something about Professions?”

I coughed into my fist briefly. “Right. Like I was saying, I learned Alchemy from another slave for my first Profession once I was Awakened, but we checked and there was nobody that I could ask to teach me the second one I wanted.” I paused. “Well, at least nobody that wouldn’t kill me for asking.”

Gren hummed. “All right, but, and I don’t mean to be rude boy, you’re a slave now. I understand wanting the Professions you desire the most, but…” He trailed off.

“You see-” Azarus started awkwardly.

I cut him off again. “My mother might not have been Awakened to have the actual Profession, but she was an artist by trade among my, ah, ‘people’.” I wasn’t even lying this time. “I want to be an Artist like her, and Azarus said he knew an Artist in Rhoscara. I asked if I could come with him, and he said yes.”

Gren was quiet for a moment, digesting what I’d said. “I see.” He said quietly. “She was an artist?”

“Yeah,” I replied, just as quietly.

“My condolences, then.”

I shook my head, even though he couldn’t see it. “D-don’t worry about it.” I took a breath. “It was a long time ago.”

“I see,” Gren answered simply.

Azarus remained quiet.

After a moment, Gren sighed. “All right.” He said. “We’ll give it a shot. It might be Rhoscara, but people are unlikely to kick up too big of a stink over this. People haven’t forgotten your own mother, Azarus.”

Azarus just grunted.

All three of us sat in silence for a moment.

“Well,” Gren said, breaking it. “Nothing for it but to go continue, then.”

            

    
        Chapter 26 - Breathtaking Beards

    
    
    
    
                Azarus was right for once when he said the trip to Rhoscara would take about four days. The trip itself wasn’t that bad, however. I’d had certain expectations for the journey, after my last in a wagon. When we were moving, Azarus, Gren and I were either chatting idly or sitting in companionable silence, listening to the creak of the wagon and the gait of the horses. It’s not like I spent the entire trip hanging out in the back of the wagon, either. There was no point in keeping me out of sight with nobody around. I alternated spots with Azarus up on the bench whenever he got sick of being up there. Gren never relinquished his position as driver though.

Gren didn’t drive us through the nights. When the sun began to go down, he would pull the wagon over to the side of the dirt road and we would set up camp there. Camp was never anything elaborate for us, just a campfire to cook on and sit around. We didn’t use tents or anything like that, either. We would just roll out a few bedrolls inside the wagon and sleep there. When I asked them about the possibility of being attacked by monsters or something and suggested a watch, Gren laughed at me. He said that the wagon was warded against monster attack, similar to the walls of Addersfield.

Neither he nor Azarus seemed to care about getting attacked by anything other than monsters.

I did learn a few things about dwarven culture, speaking with Gren.

“So, with dwarves, a beard makes you a noble?” I said skeptically, rubbing my own rough chin. It’d been a while since I’d had a chance to shave, out on the road. It had been four days since we’d been on the road, and Gren had told me that we’d probably reach Rhoscara sometime that evening. I was up on the driver's bench with him, as Azarus had wanted to lay down in the back.

Gren grimaced. “Ehhh, no. Doesn’t work like that. It’s more like, the only ones that are legally allowed to grow a beard are nobles.”

I leaned back on the bench, resting against the padded cushion there. “Why? I mean, is it just a way to pick them out of a crowd or something?”

“Well, the answer to that has a long and complicated history.” Gren sighed. “And even then, it’s viewed as antiquated nonsense. It has a great deal to do with the bad years after System Initialization.”

I shrugged nonchalantly. “Not like I’m going anywhere,” I said, gesturing with a hand for him to continue.

“Hmm. Well, all right then.” Gren mused. “During the War in Heaven, my people lost their god. And good riddance, too.” He spit off the side of the wagon. “Ours was the God of War, and while he was a Light God, he wasn’t kind. He wasn’t a tyrant, but he had certain ideas about what it meant to be a dwarf, and how we were meant to live. See, back in those days the Principality didn’t exist. All of us, every living dwarf, lived in one of the mountain holds. It was a sin to live upon the surface, according to him. History tells us that the years after the War and his death were turbulent for everyone. The dwarves were no different.”

Gren sighed and stared off into the distance for a moment before continuing. I just sat in silence, listening to the creaking of the wagon.

“The old mountain Jarls tried to hold onto power and continue to govern my people under His rules. The people didn’t like that. With the coming of the System, the common people saw a chance for anyone to grow strong, and throw off the chains of tradition that bound them. They chafed under what they saw as outdated and rotten religious dogma from a dead god. And so, the dwarven civil war began. To make a long story short, the Jarls lost.” Gren glanced at me. “You can still feel the effects of the civil war to this day, you know?”

I raised my eyebrows at him in interest. “Yeah?”

Gren nodded at me. “Yeah. These days in the Principality, we’re still ruled by the families of the five heroes of the resistance against the Jarls. The Orsini, soldiers all. The Luminarans, keepers of law. The Venier, masters of the sea. The Florens, the great builders. And, uh. The Savoy, who feed us.” He hesitated, before gesturing towards my collar. “They’re the ones who deal in the flesh trade.”

I put a hand up to the collar around my neck for a moment before letting it drop. I didn’t say anything

Gren cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Well, to make a long story short, the resistance won. Most of dwarven kind followed the Five Families out into the wider world, to found the Principality.”

I interrupted him. “Most of dwarven kind?”

Gren’s face twisted slightly. “Yes. Most.”

I dropped the subject.

“I won’t beat around the bush.” Gren continued, ignoring the mood my question had caused. “After the civil war, the Principality was founded in ways to spite everything the Jarls and the God of War stood for. Where before we lived beneath the earth, afterward we built towards the heavens. Where before our greatest strength was in our warriors, now it’s our trade.” His face fell. “Where before we were bound by foolish tradition, now again are we bound. By traditions that are just as foolish.”

Gren glowered off into the distance.

“Beards. Bah. It’s such a silly thing to be resentful over. But in the holds, all dwarven males were required to grow a beard or else face imprisonment. And now, all dwarven males are required to shave or else face imprisonment. It’s just another way to exercise control over the rabble.” He looked over at me. “Don’t tell anyone I said that. I don’t want to catch a slander charge.”

I shrugged, gesturing towards my collar. “Who am I gonna tell, even if I wanted to? But, what’s the, like, actual reason they ban beards for anyone that’s not a noble? You know, on paper?”

Gren waved dismissively. “Changes from dynasty to dynasty. Doesn’t actually matter anymore what the reason is, I think. It’s tradition as much as law now.” He sighed again, tiredly. “Nothing to be done about it.”

……………………………………...

Gren and I rode mostly in silence for the next few hours. Perhaps around midday, Gren started and picked up the reins from where they’d been resting. He snapped them once and shouted a command at the horses. They gradually slowed, along with the wagon. Before long, we were at a full stop.

I sat up from the slouch I’d fallen into. “What’s up?” I asked Gren, concerned.

Gren ignored me and banged against the wall behind him. “Wake up, you big oaf! It’s time!”

From within, I heard a sleepy grumble followed by some shuffling noises. After a moment, Azarus poked his face into the gap between the wall and the roof of the wagon.

“Whazzat?” Azarus asked groggily.

Gren tsked. “I said, it’s time! Get up here, we’re almost there.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Azarus grumbled, waking up more. His face disappeared from the opening and I heard thumping noises as he maneuvered his way out of the wagon.

I looked at the horizon, puzzled. It was clear of anything that seemed like civilization, to me. “We’re almost at Rhoscara? I don’t see anything.” I said, looking back at Gren.

Gren shook his head. “You wouldn’t. Look over there, instead.” He told me, pointing off to the side. I squinted in the direction of his finger, trying to find what he was looking at. After a moment, I saw it. There was a small stone menhir, almost hidden by the underbrush. Carved onto it was a five-pointed star, with the upper right arm painted a vivid scarlet.

“Oh,” I said in understanding. “I’m guessing it’s some kind of way-marker? Like, ‘you’re almost at Rhoscara’, I’m guessing? What’s with the red, though?”

“Got it in one,” Gren told me with a smile. “As for the color, you’ll see.”

By that point, Azarus had made his way over to the front of the stopped wagon and was looking up at me expectantly. I flushed slightly and jumped down from the bench so that Azarus could climb up. Once he’d sat down on the bench, he looked back down at me.

“Ya remember what we talked about?” Azarus asked gruffly.

I rolled my eyes at him. “Yeah, yeah. I’m not a child with the memory of a gnat, dude.”

Yesterday, Azarus and Gren had told me how they expected entering the city to go. The guards would probably be pissed to see a slave if they found me, but they couldn’t do anything about it legally. They’d told me to cooperate with them if they wanted to pull me aside, but that Azarus was going to talk to a friend of his and get it sorted out. Apparently, I didn’t have to act very deferentially to the Rhoscaran guards, so no ‘slave mode’.

Azarus yawned and scratched his chin. “Good, good. Get going, then.”

I flipped him the bird, which seemed to confuse him slightly, and headed around to the back of the wagon and made my way into the back.

Gren cracked the reigns and got us moving again, once I’d gotten settled.

……………………………………...

We’d only been traveling down the road about another half hour before Gren banged on the separating wall, startling me.

“We’re in sight distance now,” Gren told me. “Might as well get a good look at the city, eh?”

I did as he suggested, lifting myself off of the cot and getting on my knees. Shuffling forward, I stuck my head out of the opening and caught my first glimpse of Rhoscara.

It took my breath away.

Over the top of the large crimson stone walls that ran the length of my view, I could see an enormous city. The city seemed to be built on top of a large slope. At the very top of the slope, far in the distance, I could see an honest-to-God palace. Made of some kind of brilliant red stone polished to a sheen, it was massive. There were spires, and flying buttresses, and arches, and massive stained-glass windows built everywhere into it. Every feature of note seemed like it was gilded in shining gold, as well. From the tips of the spires to the spines of the buttresses, it was everywhere. God, I couldn’t even imagine the amount of wealth on display here. Beyond even the elaborate stonework, the amount of gold just sitting around on display beggared belief. It far and away blew anything I’d even heard about back home, in both scale and beauty. The palace looked like it was big enough to be a city alone.

Which barely scratched the surface of the city's breadth itself.

Massive, as big as a notable city from back home, it seemed as if it had been artfully arranged to flow from the palace in neat lines. From where I was sitting, I could make out that even the simplest building in Rhoscara was made to grow upwards, and not outwards. But it wasn’t cramped, as I could see plenty of greenery carefully planted among the buildings. That wasn’t even getting into the various manors and estates that I could see throughout the city. Everything was built in similar shades of red stone, even if it wasn’t polished to a sheen like the palace. Scattered all through the city were towers, spires, and monuments galore. While the regular buildings and homes weren’t built to the same extravagance as the palace and the manors, these were. To round out the genuinely picturesque scene, there was a large river that was visible in the distance, seeming to flow along the back half of the palace slope. Ships of all shapes and sizes could be seen coming and going from the barely visible, but massive dockyard.

The entire city seemed as if it had been designed for the view that I was seeing right now. As if someone had stood in my exact spot, and dreamed of a city that you could see stretching out far into the distance.

It was breathtaking. Literally.

I hadn’t realized it, but I’d been holding my breath the entire time that I was drinking in the sight of Rhoscara. With a wheeze, I let out the breath and took another deep one. Hearing laughter, I looked up at the driver's bench to see Gren looking back down at me.

“Quite a sight, eh?” He said to me, with a twinkle in his eye.

“Yeah,” I answered faintly, still taking in the city.

Azarus snorted. “S’bit gaudy.”

            

    
        Chapter 27 - The Good Captain

    
    
    
    
                As our wagon slowly trundled its way toward the gates of Rhoscara, the spectacular view of the city faded. It was replaced by the less dazzling view of the walls that surrounded the city. The walls themselves were still made of the red stone that seemed to be so common in this city, from what I could recall of the view from earlier. The stone wasn’t quite as polished or as beautiful, however. Even from a distance, I could see that they were meant to be utilitarian and formidable. They were tall, reaching maybe thirty feet into the air, which seemed to me to be a nearly excessive height.

The road led directly to the gates of the city, which lay open and inviting. Standing guard outside of those gates were numerous well-armed dwarven soldiers, all of them adorned in shining silver plate mail and carrying spears. Over the top of their plate, each of the soldiers had a crimson red, gold-edged tabard, which was belted at the waist. On the tabard was the image of a black bird of some kind, captured in mid-flight. Clasped in the talons of the bird was a flower of some kind. Whoever had stitched the bird into the tabards had left the eyes the same color as the tabard itself, lending it an intimidating stare.

Visible past the gate guarded by the soldiers, I could make out a checkpoint of some kind. And beyond that?

The massive, sprawling, dazzling city.

I heard Azarus cough lightly. Turning my attention to him, I saw that he wasn’t paying attention to me and was intently watching the line of soldiers that blocked the way into the city ahead of us. “Better get down for now.” He muttered under his voice, presumably speaking to me. “We’ll tell ‘em about ya when they ask to inspect the goods and go from there.”

I let out a breath and decided to heed his advice. Nodding slightly, even though I knew nobody could see it, I slid down from where I had been crouching. Laying my back against the wall I had just been looking over, I made sure I was sitting in the center of it. Better to be fully visible when they came for me, I guess.

Before long, the wagon must have reached within shouting distance of the gates.

“Halt!” I heard a loud, commanding voice shout.

Seemingly complying, I heard Gren give the command he used to stop the wagon to his horses. Slowly, the wagon lumbered to a halt, creaking and groaning.

I heard Gren clear his throat before calling out. “Greetings!”

Loud metal-clad footsteps were slowly moving in our direction. From what I could tell, there might be three of the soldiers approaching the wagon.

“Is that you, Gren?” I heard the voice from earlier say, growing louder as it grew closer. “Oh! And Lord Azarus too! Guess it’s around that time, eh?” The voice was markedly friendlier at that.

“It is indeed,” Gren said to the voice with a smile of his own. “How fare you on this fine evening, Sergeant?”

“Oh, not too bad, not too bad.” The voice said in a relaxed manner. “You’re the first wagon we’ve gotten so far today.” The soldiers must have reached the wagon by now because their voices were coming from right next to Gren's side of the driving bench.

“Hmm, well, you know how it is. Most people, and even most goods come by boat.” Gren said to the voice casually.

“True, true.” I heard a shifting metal noise. “And how fare you, Lord Azarus? Safe journeys, I hope?”

I heard Azarus take a deep breath. “Aye. Wasn’t too bad.” He let out his breath. “But, I’m sorry to say that I’m going to have to make your day harder on you, Sergeant Hulisse. I’ve got some…sensitive cargo in the back that I’m going to have to speak to Captain Gastone about before we go any further.”

I directed a weird gaze in Azarus’s direction through the wall, even though nobody could see it. Azarus was speaking differently than I had ever heard from him before. He was enunciating clearer, and his accent was noticeably more neutral. It wasn’t as clipped as it was with the towns-dwarves from back in Addersfield, or as casual with either Gren, Grey or even me. I guess this was what he sounded like when he had to act like a noble. It sounded odd to my ears, like an act or something.

I heard multiple metal-clad feet shift around at Azarus’s words. “Well.” The supposed Sergeant Hulisse said carefully. “I suppose that can be arranged. The captain is just over at the checkpoint. I can have a runner go fetch him if you’d like.”

“I would appreciate that,” Azarus said shortly.

A short, sharp creaking noise followed his word before the soldier spoke again. “Private Umnir.” I heard Sergeant Hulisse say sharply. “Go tell the Captain that Lord Azarus is requesting his presence outside the gate.”

Another short creaking noise from what must have been one of the other soldiers that followed Sergeant Hulisse. “At once, sir!” A younger voice said excitedly. Loud clanking followed his words, as the soldier sounded like he took off at a dead sprint back up the road.

Everyone either sat or stood around in awkward silence for a few moments until Sergeant Hulisse broke it by clearing his throat. “Ah, is the cargo perhaps…dangerous, Lord Azarus? Should I gather a few more men?” He asked politely.

Azarus sighed. “That won’t be necessary, Sergeant. It’s not that kind of sensitive.”

Everyone either in or around the wagon waited in awkward silence while the private fetched the captain. After a few minutes of waiting around, I heard the sound of more people approaching the wagon.

“What’ve you done now, Azarus?” A new voice asked tiredly. “Let me guess, it has something to do with the third person I sense in the back?”

I heard some muttering from the other soldiers outside along with the shuffling of feet.

Gren cleared his throat. “Ah, captain…”

Azarus cut him off. “I’ve got this, Gren.” With a grunt, I heard and felt Azarus jump down from the wagon. “C’mon, Enzo.” I heard Azarus walk away from the wagon, off to the side.

Captain Gastone sighed. “You, you.” I heard him say. “Back in formation. Sergeant, stay with Mr. Freelith.”

I heard multiple sharp, creaking noises followed by exclamations of, “Captain!”. Afterward, two sets of feet walked in the direction of the city, while another walked off in the direction that Azarus had.

Azarus and Captain Gastone must have walked out of hearing range of the wagon because I didn’t hear anything of their conversation. I waited around, mildly anxious, while they presumably discussed whether I’d be allowed into the city. After a while, I heard them walk back over to the wagon. Azarus sounded like was walking around the back towards me, while the Captain sounded like he was walking to the front of the wagon.

“Sergeant.” The captain sounded even more tired than he had been earlier. “Take this,” I heard the clinking of coins. “And head into the city. Go to Madam Bella’s, and buy a cloak with a high neck and a mantle. A nice one, mind. Bring it back as discretely as you can.”

“Captain?” I heard the Sergeant ask questioningly.

“Go.” The Captain’s voice hardened. “You have your orders.”

Another short creaking noise. By this point, I’m guessing it was that arm-bar salute that I’d seen the guards of Addersfield do. “Yes, Captain!” I heard the Sergeant jog away.

“Sorry about this, Captain.” I heard Gren say, with a slight pitying note in his voice.

The Captain just sighed and began walking around to the back of the wagon. By that point, Azarus had reached the back of the wagon as well, where I could see him. I didn’t say anything to him, I just splayed my hands out in a wordless questioning gesture. He just shrugged at me and waggled a hand. The Captain reached the back of the wagon while Azarus and I were pantomiming at each other, allowing me my first look at him.

My first thought was that he looked like a tired office worker. Short-cut black hair, plain brown eyes, and the kind of face that seemed the definition of average, even on a dwarf. He was leaner than I was used to seeing on most dwarfs, with heavy bags under his eyes. But looking closer, I could see that he was more alert than he seemed. There was a sharpness to his gaze and his bearing that reminded me of a razor. He was outfitted in a similar set of plate mail that the soldiers had been wearing, except everything was slightly more elaborate, including the embroidery on his tabard. In addition, he had a bright crimson cloak thrown over his shoulders, with a sword in a scabbard tied to his hip instead of carrying a spear like the others.

I met his eyes from the back of the wagon and tried to smile at him. From the look on his face, it must have been more like a grimace. He hauled himself into the wagon and made his way back towards me. Taking a seat on one of the crates inside, he leaned forward to inspect me silently for a moment. Under his gaze, I felt like he knew everything about me. Logically, I knew he didn’t. Ever since I’d gotten the hang of my Status hiding skill, I’d made sure that my Precursor status was always hidden. Even if he was Observing me, I didn’t have much to worry about. Still didn’t stop me from squirming slightly under his intense gaze.

Captain Gastone sighed. He seemed to do that a lot. “Mr. Hart, was it?” At my silent nod, he continued. “Azarus has informed me of your plight. I’m not unsympathetic, but you must understand that the city of Rhoscara has always strongly decried the practice of slavery. We can do nothing about it legally, but that would not stop others from acting on their own if they caught sight of you.”

I piped in. “So…if I go into the city, I would be in danger?”

The Captain looked surprised for a moment. “Ah, no. You would be perfectly fine, if not buried under a landslide of attempts to help you. No, it would be Azarus and Mr. Freelith who would bear the brunt of the citizenry’s displeasure. Azarus would likely suffer a hit to his reputation that he would never recover from, as while he’s generally well-liked, he still bears some suspicion due to his paternal ancestry. He could bear it, but Mr. Freelith on the other hand could potentially be in a great deal of trouble. He would likely lose a great many contracts and revenue streams from his patrons in the city, and could face potential ruin if his involvement in this issue came to light.”

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly to tamp down my anxiety. “All right. Then what’s your plan? I’m guessing you have one if you’re not just turning us away at the door. Metaphorically.”

“I do.” Captain Gastone nodded. “Azarus is an extremely straightforward thinker, more than willing to take a hit and bear it. On the other hand, Mr. Freelith is a strangely straightforward merchant, disinclined to more…clandestine maneuvers. I’m sure it didn’t occur to them to present you as anything more than you are. Much less simply arrive separately on foot." He sighed. "I, on the other hand, am more than willing to help in this manner. No, rather than let them take a blow like this, we’ll simply…pretend you’re not a,” He grimaced. “Slave.”

I tilted my head in thought before remembering what I’d heard earlier. “You told that Sergeant to go buy a cloak,” I muttered before looking back up at the Captain incredulously. “It can’t be that easy.”

Captain Gaston grinned at me. “It is, indeed, that easy. The only people that can truly sense the presence of a slave collar are the Principality's highly-trained slave catchers. And they are barred from entering the city. I would suggest, however, that you attempt to change your demeanor and bearing as well.”

“In what way?” I asked him curiously.

He shrugged. “Perhaps attempt to emulate a noble? All the better, if the people think Azarus is aiding a mysteriously cloaked foreign noble, fleeing his homeland for even more mysterious reasons. I would rather that than people gossip about how he’s trafficking in slaves.” He paused for a moment, tilting his head. “Ah, here comes the cloak.” He turned around and raised his voice. “Azarus! Go get the cloak!”

I saw Azarus shove off the side of the wagon from where he’d been listening in. “Yeah, yeah.” He walked around the wagon, out of sight. A moment later, I finally heard the sound of metal-clad feet nearing the wagon that the Captain heard before me. Azarus must have intercepted him before he reached the wagon because all I heard was muffled conversation out of earshot. After a moment, Azarus came walking back around into view, this time carrying a folded pile of brown cloth. Without a word, he chucked it at speed towards the Captain. He caught it without blinking an eye.

Handing me the presumed cloak, the Captain said. “Here you go, try it on.”

Unfolding it, I could see that cloak was honestly pretty nice. Made from a rich, chocolate brown color with gold accents, it didn’t appear to be the type that clasped together. Rather, it had a visible mantle that you were supposed to poke your head through, with a stiff, high collar that would presumably hide my own slave collar.

I bet this thing will make me look like a vampire.

Mentally shrugging, I put the cloak on. Once I’d done so, the Captain adjusted it slightly, I guess to better hide my collar. He stood up afterward and took a step back to look at me with a critical eye.

“That’ll do.” He nodded, after a moment of staring. “Hulisse picked a good one for you.”

“Uh, thanks,” I said, somewhat self-conscious.

The Captain took a breath. “All right. Well, let's hope this works. Once the wagon is in the city, I’m guessing you and Azarus are going to head to the palace while Mr. Freelith gets his goods inspected. Hop out once you’re at the checkpoint, and hopefully,” He said the last word under his breath. “Azarus can handle it from there. Good luck.”

With one last nod at me, which I returned, he turned around and strode out of the wagon. After a last whispered conversation with Azarus, he disappeared out of my field of view. A few moments later, I heard Gren speak.

“Ah.” The Captain's footsteps stopped momentarily. “Thank you for your consideration, Captain Gastone.”

“Hmm.” Was all the Captain said, before moving on.

I guess Gren had heard most of my conversation with the Captain, then.

Azarus had moved around back towards the driver’s seat and hopped back up.

“All good, then?” Gren asked him.

“All good,” Azarus answered.

With a shouted command from Gren, the wagon was back underway.

            

    
        Chapter 28 - Afternoon Stroll

    
    
    
    
                I wasn’t watching this time as the wagon entered the city, but I could feel it when we made the transition. The wagon went from rolling smoothly along the hard-packed dirt outside the gates, to trundling along atop cobblestones with a jolt. Shortly thereafter, we came to a stop again. The wagon must have reached the checkpoint that Azarus and I were going to get off at.

“Hey.” I heard Azarus say to me from above. “Time to go. Get our bags, will ye?”

Taking a deep breath to settle my nerves, I answered in the affirmative. Standing up, I picked up mine and Azarus’s bags from the hook they were hanging on, and shuffled my way to the back of the wagon. After jumping down onto the pavement, I took a moment to stretch and pop my back. The interior space of the wagon had been cramped enough that I couldn’t really move around too much.

Opening my eyes after my stretch, I saw that I had attracted a bit of attention. While there didn’t appear to be many regular people hanging around the entrance of the city, there were still some along with the soldiers. I could see them eyeing me from where they were standing and whispering to themselves. The soldiers at least kept their eyes to themselves, doing their best to ignore me. I shifted self-consciously in my fancy new cloak, nearly bringing a hand up to finger my collar before stopping myself. Don’t think about it, I told myself. They’re just curious about the weird human who was totally not a slave.

I jumped when a hand clapped me on my shoulder. Following the hand to its source, I found that it was Azarus looking at me with a raised eyebrow. “Alright?” He asked curiously.

I let out a breath. “Ah, yeah. I’m fine.” I took another deep breath. “So, what next?” I asked him.

“Gotta finish up with Gren. C’mon.” Azarus said, jerking his head towards the front of the wagon. I followed after him to find that Gren had jumped off of the driver’s seat and was talking to another dwarf that looked like a clerk of some kind. They seemed to be exchanging papers. When the clerk saw Azarus and I coming, he said something to Gren and then walked away after bowing in Azarus’s direction. Gren turned around to face us. When Azarus reached him, the two of them clasped arms.

“Thanks for the ride, Gren,” Azarus told him. “I appreciate it, considering everything.”

Gren nodded at him. “Well, it didn’t end up being much of a problem, so it’s fine. Just don’t make it much of one after I’m gone, eh?”

“Yeah, yeah. Anyway, here’s the rest of your pay.” Azarus said dismissively, handing a clinking pouch to him.

Gren tossed the pouch in the air once, presumably to test the weight. With a satisfied look on his face, he nodded to Azarus. He then turned to face me. “Well, I hope you find what you’re looking for, Mr. Hart.”

“Yeah, me too,” I said to him with a wry smile.

With a final nod to us, Gren walked off in the direction of the clerk that had been talking to him earlier. That left Azarus and I to ourselves, as it seemed that other dwarves were hesitant to approach Azarus.

“Well, let’s get going,” Azarus said to me before walking off down the road that led into the city.

I hurried to catch up with him. “So, where are we heading?”

Azarus snorted. “Where else? To the great bloody palace.”

……………………………………...

Azarus led me through the city of Rhoscara on foot. It wasn’t a short walk by any means. The city was huge, and dense by any measure. We must have been walking for at least an hour and a half in order to reach the back half where the palace lay. During the walk, Azarus did his best to introduce me to the city. He pointed out historical monuments built by his maternal ancestors, he pointed out shops that he particularly liked, and he even pointed out building styles that he was knowledgeable about.

Sometimes I forgot that his second profession was Engineering.

He told me about how you could trace how old the city was like you could a tree. The oldest buildings were nearer to the center of the city, from before the palace had even been built. Newer buildings, and thus newer architectural styles radiated out from the center of the city. Apparently, the palace, or rather the palatial district, was a relatively new construction at only three hundred years old. The old Florens manor at the exact center of the city had been converted into an administration building from where the city could be governed by its apparently elected mayor.

I noticed during our hike that people recognized Azarus pretty often. It wasn’t uncommon for us to walk through a new area and for some dwarf to notice him and bow in his direction. Most of the time, this would lead to a bunch of other dwarves in the area copying them, even if they didn’t know why. Azarus pretended not to notice as he took me on what was essentially a tour.

What I enjoyed the most, however, must have been the markets. Plural.

We must have passed through at least six of them on our journey to the palace. Each of them was different in some manner, each of them apparently catering to a different need. They were large and sprawling, filled with both people hawking goods or browsing for them. I was curious, so I asked Azarus about why Rhoscara didn’t just have one huge market instead of multiple smaller ones.

Azarus scratched his chin. “S’pride thing, I think.” He said musingly as we passed through one of the more sedate markets. This one seemed to be focused upon arts of one kind or another. There were paintings, drawings, and sculptures in this one. Hell, I even saw plenty of instruments on sale in shop windows. Many of them I didn’t recognize at all.

“How do you mean?” I asked him distractedly, rubbernecking at everything we saw. I’d found that I was enjoying myself, truly having fun, since the first time I’d been stranded on this planet. Everything that I had seen in Rhoscara was just so interesting to me, so new to my modern sensibilities. It was like being a part of a massive Renaissance fair, except it was real, with real magic visible everywhere.

“Hmm, well.” Azarus glanced at me. “I heard Gren talking’ to you about the Houses, yeah? Rhoscara belongs to the Florens, and they’re the ones that the highest quality goods come from. At least, in the Principality. That’s ‘cause all the good crafters flock here. Common knowledge that you can get a writ from a Florens that’ll subsidize your research if you impress ‘em. Draws right from the royal coffers, as long as ya don’t abuse it.”

I turned to face Azarus at that, raising an eyebrow. “So, what, the Florens are patrons of the arts or something?”

Azarus shrugged. “Something’ like that? It’s worked out well enough for ‘em, I’d say. They’re by far the wealthiest of the Houses. Anyway, the reason the markets are split up like this is ‘cause the crafters can peacock at each other if they’ve got a writ and their rival don’t. It’s a way to breed competition or something like that. Always thought it was a mite inconvenient, meself. They like it though, so…” He shrugged again.

“Hmm.” I agreed distractedly. I’d caught sight of a dwarven woman painting in the middle of the market to a crowd. From what I could see, she was painting a bleak picture. It seemed to be a landscape, but of an almost apocalyptically desolate view. I couldn’t make out the details, but I thought I could make out some islands from on top of a cliff.

Azarus followed my gaze. He grunted disapprovingly after a moment. Surprised, I turned to face him. “What’s wrong?”

“Drawing the Deadlands like that.” He answered with a frown. “It’s a bit disrespectful, ya know? Plus, you're just inviting trouble.”

When he didn’t hear a response, Azarus turned to face me. He found me wearing a deadpan look on my face. “No, Azarus, I don’t. I don’t know what a ‘Deadlands’ is, remember?” I stressed.

Azarus flushed slightly. “Ah, right. Well, don’t worry about it for now. We’re almost there, anyway. The palace is just beyond this district.”

We traveled through the art markets for a few more minutes before we clearly exited them. On the other side of the markets was a very wide, cobbled road filled with people and carts coming and going. On the far side of the large road was a tall wrought iron fence that clearly divided the palatial district from everything else. I couldn’t see much beyond the fence, only some trees that seemed to have been deliberately planted on the other side to block the view. The road, and the fence beyond, extended far off into the district, farther than I could see right now. Maybe it circled the entire district?

I followed Azarus as we turned left from where we had exited the art markets. After a few more minutes of walking, I could see a large gate on the opposite side of the road in the distance. The gate itself was huge, honestly. It was somehow shaped like a giant pair of bird wings that met in the middle. On either side were two huge, armored dwarfs. Their armor visibly differed from the other soldiers I’d seen. Bulkier, I couldn’t even tell if the metal it was made out of was steel. It was a fiery red color with elaborate carvings, and even some parts visibly molded into avian shapes. They cut a fairly intimidating sight. Clenched tightly in their hands with the blade pointed downwards were large, single-edged curved great swords as well. I couldn’t see anything about them through their strangely beaked helmets.

The avian-themed guards-dwarves didn’t react as we approached the gates that all the other dwarves around us were avoiding. Finally, Azarus and I reached the gates and stopped in front of it. Slowly, the pointed helmet of the guard on the right turned to face Azarus.

“Be welcome in the Cardinal Halls, Lord Azarus.” A deep voice rang out of the helmet. “The Lady has been made aware of your visit, and rooms for you and your,” The voice paused momentarily. “Companion have been prepared.”

Azarus frowned. “I guess Enzo sent word, then?” He grunted, visibly annoyed.

The guard didn’t answer him. In a nearly synchronized move, both guards reached out with one hand, with the other still clutching their swords, to push open the monstrously sized gate. With a slight creak, the gates opened before us easily before their combined might. Azarus stepped through without a word, with me scurrying after him. The gates closed us with a clang, making me jump.

Before us winded a long and wide breadth of stairs that stretched up the gentle slope that led to the district proper. On either side of the staircase, beyond the trees, were huge flower beds that stretched off into the distance. They seemed to be organized in alternating sections of either red or yellow flowers of a kind that I didn’t recognize off the top of my head.

I was snapped out of my admiration of the flower beds by Azarus letting out a huge sigh. Turning to face him, I could see that he had a put-upon look on his face.

“She’s gonna do it, ain’t she,” Azarus muttered to himself.

I turned my head to face him. “Hmm? What was that?” I asked Azarus, curiously.

Azarus turned to me with a put-upon look on his face. “So, uh. Ya should know something about the person we’re going to go see.” He started awkwardly. “She-”

“Let me guess,” I interrupted him, rolling my eyes. “She’s the leader of House Florens or something, right?"

Azarus was visibly taken aback. “Uh…”

“Don’t worry about it, man. I’m not that surprised, with the way you’ve been cagey about even mentioning whoever we’re meeting.” I said, unphased. “With the way that people here have been falling all over themselves around you, I can’t say I’m surprised about it. You know, you essentially being royalty or something.”

“It’s not really like that.” Azarus winced. “Prince is more of an elected position, ya know? It ain’t like the human kingdom. And uh, yeah. You’re right. My cousin is the Prince of House Florens.”

“Whatever, man.” I sighed. “As long as she’s willing to help us out.” I honestly had no more fucks to give for dramatic revelations, at this point.

“She’ll help, yeah,” Azarus told me. “I might catch some shit from her, ‘cause of the whole. You know.” He said, gesturing towards my neck. “But she’ll help.” When he was finished, he muttered something else under his voice.

“What was that?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at Azarus.

He shook his head. “Nothing. Don’t worry about it. Let’s get going, yeah? Sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can get to work.”

Azarus took off in the direction of the stairs.

I followed him.

            

    
        Chapter 29 - Complications

    
    
    
    
                Before long, Azarus and I had reached the top of the long winding stone stairway that led to the palace district proper. We made the trip in silence, as Azarus seemed anxious about something. Personally, I spent the time admiring the grounds that we were passing by. It really did seem like something I would see out of a magazine describing the lifestyle of the obscenely wealthy from back home. Huge plots of flowers, tastefully arranged on either side of us, with the occasional dwarven groundskeeper tending to them. Meticulously tidy individual gardens that seemed to double as pseudo-parks were also visible, with paths snaking every which way from the main path that we were walking on.

Every once in a while, I would see someone that very obviously wasn’t part of the ‘help’ from where I was walking. To a one, they all looked faintly ridiculous to me. They almost seemed like a stereotype of an old-fashioned snooty medieval noble. Dressed in extravagant, impractical clothes, they were slathered in enough beauty products to look like a doll. Most of them were attended by an almost excessive number of servants and guards dwarves. However, I only saw a few of these peacock nobles.

I tried not to look at them too closely, or else I would burst into laughter and get shanked by their guards or something.

Reaching the top of the stairway, Azarus and I emerged onto an enormous courtyard that stretched all the way towards the palace proper. The courtyard itself was huge as well, with what seemed to be an arranged placement of five interconnected fountains within it. They seemed to be arranged with four of them in box formation surrounding the fifth and largest in the middle. The fountains themselves seemed large to my sensibilities, but it was clear that the middle one that they were all connected to was the largest of the four. It was as beautiful as anything else I’d seen on the grounds.

While I had been admiring the courtyard, Azarus seemed to have been scanning it for something. Whatever he had been searching for, he clearly found, as he let out a sigh. “And here he comes.” He muttered in resignation.

I followed his gaze to see a dwarf hurrying in our direction from across the courtyard. As the dwarf got closer to us, I saw he was dressed pretty fancily. He was wearing what almost seemed like a gilded, red and gold version of a butler’s uniform. On the other hand, his uniform seemed to be much fancier than I would expect a mere servant to be wearing. The dwarf himself was about average height for his people, with greased-back blond hair and muddy hazel eyes. However, what caught my attention the most was the prominent curled mustache on his upper lip. Based on what Gren had told me, I guess that made this guy another noble of some sort?

“Lord…Azarus…” The dwarf gasped out in between breaths once he had reached us, hunched over with his hands on his knees. Azarus rolled his eyes visibly and stepped forward to help the other dwarf back upright with a slap to his back. The other dwarf winced and gave Azarus a shaky smile. Glancing back and forth furtively, the dwarf turned to me and waved me closer. Startled, I did as he bid. Once I was close enough, he whispered to Azarus and me. “Stay close, and follow me. I must explain how you will be presented to the Prince today.” Having said that, the dwarf made an about-face and waited for the two of us to fall into place before slowly starting to make his way back to the palace. Azarus and I followed.

“What’s this about, Piccio?” Azarus said softly, with a frown in his voice. “I didn’t expect to cause this much trouble, this fast.”

The other dwarf, apparently named Piccio, didn’t turn to face him when he answered under his breath. “Normally, you would not. However, things have been…” He paused for a moment before continuing. “Delicate, lately. Lord Olgar has begun his campaign for the throne in earnest, I’m afraid.” He paused again before turning his head slightly in my direction. “Ah, but where are my manners? I am Jadrath Piccio, Steward to her Ladyship the Prince of Cardinal. I’m afraid I wasn’t briefed on your name, Mr…?”

I straightened up. “Ah,” I said to him, careful to keep my voice low. “Nathan Hart. It’s, uh, nice to meet you.”

Piccio nodded slightly without turning to face me. “Indeed.”

Azarus let out another sigh to my left. “Fuckin’ of course that asshole would make a bid now, of all times.” He muttered.

“Unfortunately so, Lord Azarus,” Piccio answered softly. “Additionally, I’m afraid that Lord Olgar caught wind of the missive that Captain Gastone sent to the Prince detailing the situation.”

Azarus visibly tensed for a moment before forcibly calming himself. “He didn’t see it, did he?”

Piccio shook his head slightly. “Fortunately not. However, Lord Olgar is no fool. Once he was tipped off about an urgent missive to the palace in regards to yourself, he undoubtedly smelled an opportunity. For the past half hour, he’s been gathering his supporters in the throne room. To counter him, her Ladyship has been doing the same. I’m afraid that the throne room is rather packed, as of now.”

Azarus grimaced. “Goddamnit.” He whispered harshly. “Why the damn throne room?”

“As blood of the Prince, you are entitled to a royal welcome. Technically.” Piccio answered softly.

Azarus took a breath to calm himself. “Never had to do that shit before.”

“Indeed,” Piccio told him quietly. “However, Lord Olgar no doubt knows that you are entitled to this reception, and took it upon himself to force the issue. He is unmistakably attempting to force a scene in which he can tarnish your image, and thus the Prince’s image. He does not know the reason for the Captain’s missive, but he seems to have smelled an opportunity.”

By this time, we were passing the large fountain in the middle of the courtyard. We were walking really slowly.

“Fuck, okay,” Azarus replied, his right-hand twitching. “What’s the plan then?”

Piccio let out a sigh. “We don’t have much of one, I’m afraid. With so little time between the gathering, your arrival, and your reception, there isn’t much we can do. All I can ask, all the Prince can ask is that you follow her lead…and improvise.”

“That’s it?” Azarus asked incredulously.

The steward winced. “Unfortunately so. The Prince can handle Lord Olgar. Merely follow her lead. Perhaps she’s thought of something in the last few minutes?” Piccio said hopefully, before turning his head to face me slightly. “You wouldn’t perhaps have Acting, would you Mr. Hart?”

“What, the skill? Um, no. No, I don’t.” At the look on his face, I couldn’t help myself. “Sorry.”

Piccio turned head back forward with a sigh. “Well, we can only hope, I suppose.”

……………………………………...

We made the rest of the short walk across the courtyard in silence. Piccio was trying to project confidence, while Azarus was visibly girding himself for the coming confrontation.

Personally, I was strangely calm. I had the least to lose here, honestly. I wanted to do my best so that Azarus didn’t catch any flak, obviously. But I wasn’t scared of some uppity noble trying to verbally browbeat me or anything. I wasn’t as scared of a social situation like this as much as I was of combat. Which was weird for me, honestly. Before I’d been dumped here, I’d been pretty socially anxious. I guess everything that had happened to me so far was helping to cure that.

Yay.

Once we reached the front of the palace, we came to stand in front of the massive double doors that marked the entrance. The gates themselves were huge, at least three stories high alone, with a prominent engraving of a raven in flight upon them. Standing in front of the gates was a squad of four of the avian-themed knights that had been guarding the gates to the district. Without a word to us, they stepped out of the way of the gate, just in time for them to start rumbling open on their own.

Azarus sighed. “The main doors, really? Hells…”

Piccio shot him a sympathetic glance before motioning us forward. Inside, I found that the palace was as opulent as I had expected it to be. Gold seemed to be the preeminent theme, with red accents. We seemed to be in some kind of atrium or something, as there were multiple other doors that led elsewhere. On the far side of the room were two more large sets of doors, thankfully not quite as big as the palace gates themselves.

“Come along.” I heard Piccio say to me, snapping me out of my rubbernecking. Flushing slightly, I glanced at him to see that he and Azarus were waiting for me. Piccio gestured towards the back. “The throne room is just beyond.”

I nodded slightly at him and fell into step. As we drew closer to the large double doors, I began to hear a low murmuring through them. It sounded like a great many people were conversing in low tones just inside. Reaching the doors, Piccio glanced back at the two of us. “Brace yourselves.” He said softly.

With a hard shove, belaying his short stature, Piccio opened the doors to the throne room with a grinding noise. With the sound of the doors opening, the conversation within audibly dropped from where we were standing.

“Announcing!” Piccio shouted from in front of us, blocking our view of the throne room. “Lord Azarus, of House Savoy! And his companion, Sir Nathan Hart!” When he finished, he smoothly stepped off to the side and bowed in Azarus’s direction.

Sir? I thought to myself. What the hell was that about?

With a hard look on his face, Azarus stepped through the doors to the throne room. After a moment, I followed him. Once I got a good look at the inside of the throne room, however, my steps faltered for a moment before I forced myself to continue walking. The throne room itself was massive, almost excessively so. Made of the same gilded red stone that the rest of the palace seemed to be, it must have at least been the length of a football field from back home. The room didn’t have a normal ceiling, instead, it was lit by a glass ceiling that was letting in plenty of fading afternoon light. The orange hues of the setting sun lent an almost ethereal feel to the surroundings There was a main walkway that was laid out with a literal long, red carpet that ran the length of the room. On either side of the large, wide carpet were huge carved pillars that stretched to the monstrously high roof of the room, framing the glass.

However, what nearly stopped me in my tracks were all the damn people that lined the walls of the room. There were tons of them, with a large crowd visible in the distance blocking my view of what could only be the throne.

All of them had turned to face us in silence as we entered the room.

All right, I was wrong earlier. I was still pretty damn socially anxious.

Taking a breath to steady my nerves, I continued following Azarus down the carpet further into the room. With a boom that nearly made me flinch, I could hear the throne room doors close behind us and Piccio follow us. I tried to copy Azarus as best I could as we made our way through the huge hall, trying to face forward and keep my anxiety from my face. I don’t know how well I managed it.

Soon, we reached the mob of people that were blocking the view of the throne. Azarus stopped in front of them, stone-faced. I tried to remain slightly behind him. From out of the crowd stepped a bizarrely intimidating dwarf, with hair a darker red than even Azarus’s. I was reminded somewhat of the painted fops that I had seen earlier in the gardens, but only slightly. On this dwarf, it seemed more like war paint. His face was painted a stark, pale white with large, artful black splotches covering the outsides of his shining golden eyes. Large, sharp red lines, almost blade-like in appearance ran down from under his face, to curl around his mouth and painted lips. This dwarf was very obviously a noble as well, not just from the superior quality of his clothes, but from his beard. He might have had both the largest and smallest beard I’d seen on a noble. He had nothing on his cheeks and lips, but he had a long, braided beard that extended from his chin that reached to his belt line, capped off somehow with a large chunk of metal.

He was smiling faintly at Azarus.

Off to his side, I was able to see Azarus start to scowl. “Olgar.” He grunted.

“Azarus.” The painted dwarf replied in a deep, rough voice with a mocking tone. “Welcome home.”

            

    
        Chapter 30 - The Prince of Ravens

    
    
    
    
                So, this was Olgar.

Not gonna lie, he was pretty intimidating.

Azarus hummed noncommittedly in response to his greeting. He turned his gaze away from Olgar for a moment in order to drag it along the crowd of perhaps fifteen other dwarves at Olgar’s back. Turning it back Olgar, Azarus spoke again. “Quite the welcoming party for little old me.”

Olgar spread his arms, palms out. “A coincidence, I assure you. I wouldn’t dream of impeding your business with the Prince.” He said, somewhat insincerely. Someone in the crowd behind him snickered before they were audibly shushed. Olgar didn’t blink. “I have business with her as well, you see.”

Azarus crossed his arms. “Is that a fact?”

“Oh, indeed,” Olgar said with a smile. “However, I will be gracious and allow you right of first meeting. After all,” His eyes narrowed, and his smile took a more sinister edge. “It’s always a pleasure to welcome the blood of the Raven back to the halls.”

“Thank you kindly, then,” Azarus said stonily. He took a step forward, putting himself within arm’s reach of Olgar. Azarus met his eyes. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have business with the Prince.”

Olgar didn’t move or say anything for a moment. He just stared straight back into Azarus’s eyes without blinking. Slowly, I became aware that the hall had quieted to watch the confrontation between the two dwarves. There was a sense of tension rising in the air as the two of them just continued to stare into each other’s eyes.

It was broken when Olgar’s smile widened slightly and he stepped aside. “Of course, cousin.” With an exaggerated gesture, Olgar swept his right arm out to the side in the direction of the throne. The crowd that had been standing with Olgar shuffled to the sides to allow a path through at his unspoken command. Without another word to Olgar, Azarus started walking again.

Letting out a breath I didn’t know I had been holding, I hurried to catch up to Azarus as he made his way through the crowd. But as I was passing Olgar, I couldn’t help but turn my eyes to look at him for a moment. I found Olgar looking right back at me.

A chill went down my spine when our eyes met.

If it was possible, Olgar’s smile grew larger. This time with teeth visible.

Hurriedly looking away from him, I picked up the pace.

God, there was something wrong with that dwarf. I could see it in his eyes.

Catching up with Azarus, I let out a shuddering breath behind him. I wiped the back of my right hand across my brow, finding it soaked with sweat. “Fuck.” I whispered quietly to myself, under my breath. Breathing in, I tried to calm myself down before we met with the Prince. After a moment, I stepped from behind Azarus to his right, but still behind him. Somehow, I knew I shouldn’t walk beside him.

Looking up, I could actually see the throne now that we were past the crowd. It was, like most dwarven extravagances, mostly made of gold. Large and exquisitely molded, I didn’t know if it was just gilded or entirely made out of gold. It didn’t look like it had been sized for a dwarf, it was so large. The solid base of the throne was seated upon a raised dais that you had to look up at in order to view the throne. The stone on the far wall was much darker, and framed in gold prominently in the center of it was a large circular window. On either side of the throne were large banners of what must be the symbol of House Florens, the flying raven on a field of red clasping a flower, edged in gold. But what drew the eye the most was the statue that towered over the back of the throne.

It was a huge, golden raven. Massive, it was hunched over the throne as if it were protecting it. Two huge wings rested on either side of the throne, flat on the ground, each feather immaculately detailed. The head of the raven, with eyes made of two enormous rubies, stared out at the hall from just over the top of the throne. The fading afternoon sunlight danced in those eyes, making them seem almost alive.

But the throne itself was empty.

I didn’t have much time to be surprised by this, as without a word Piccio hurried past Azarus and I. By the time we had reached the foot of the stairs that led up the dais to the throne, Piccio had ascended halfway up it before turning to look out at the crowd. I saw him make a small gesture with his hands off to the side. Without a word, two dwarves carrying long trumpets stepped out from behind a pair of pillars to stand at the base of the dais. Piccio visibly took a large breath before he began bellowing.

“Announcing!” His voice echoed through the hall, ending all other noise within it. “Her Highness, the Lady of Rhoscara! The Prince of Cardinal! Pentarch of the Principality of Velancia! Prince Elysael, of House Florens! Long may she reign!”

“Long may she reign.” The hall echoed back in a myriad of voices, some more enthusiastic than others.

With a grinding noise, I could hear the throne room doors that had been closed behind Azarus and I begin to open again. I began to turn around only to be stopped by a firm hand falling on my shoulder. Following it, I found that Azarus had stopped me. He shook his head at me.

“Follow my lead,” Azarus whispered to me. With his hand still on my shoulder, he led me off to the side of the carpet that spanned the length of the room. When we reached it, he knelt on one knee and gestured for me to do the same. I did as he bid, looking around curiously as I did so. Every other person in the room was doing something similar. They were all coming up to kneel at the edge of the carpet and bow their head, even Olgar and his companions. “Hey.” I heard Azarus whisper to me. “Lower your head, yeah?” He said quietly, once I’d turned to face him. Okay, I guess. I lowered my head.

Once the doors finished grinding open, I heard metal-clad feet begin to march into the hall. At the same time, two clear trumpets rang out across the hall in a short tune that I wasn’t familiar with. There were so many of them that I couldn’t accurately make out just how many people were marching into the hall. Was the Prince armored or something?

The sound of marching armored feet grew closer and closer to Azarus and I, even though I couldn’t see them with my head lowered. Before long, the procession had passed right by Azarus and I. I was incredibly curious about them, but I could see that Azarus hadn’t raised his head from where it was lowered, so I didn’t raise mine either. From what I could tell, the procession began to spread out along the dais as they reached it. Suddenly, all of the armored feet stopped moving to my ears. Straining them, I could hear something else moving. Where before all I could hear was metal-covered feet on stone, now I could hear what sounded like the swishing of fabric and much softer footsteps begin to ascend towards the throne.

After a few more moments of silence, I heard a firm, feminine voice ring out across the hall. “I, Elysael of House Florens, Prince of the Cardinal Halls, do hereby call this session of the Scarlet Court to order.”

The shuffling of feet and the creaking of boots whispered through the throne room as upwards of a hundred people rose to their feet at once. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that Azarus was one of them, so I followed his lead. Rising to my feet I directed my gaze towards the throne, curious about the person that commanded so much power and respect in these parts.

I wasn’t disappointed.

By far the most striking female dwarf I had seen so far, the Prince was almost ethereally beautiful. She possessed a slimmer build than I had typically seen on most other dwarves, who almost to one were stockier than humanity. I couldn’t be sure, considering how she was sitting ramrod straight on her throne, but I would place her about average height for her species, so maybe about chest height on myself. She had the red hair that I was starting to expect was a telltale sign of House Florens members worn long and unbound, almost impractically so. As well, she had the same golden eyes that I had noticed in dwarven aristocracy. With her, the hair was a lighter shade than either Azarus’s or Olgar’s, while her eyes were shining far more noticeably than either of theirs. Possessed of fair skin, she was wearing a flowing silken dress of white with golden embroidery, with an almost militaristic cut to it. Instead of a crown, she wore a large golden torque around her neck, as well as a single large teardrop-shaped ruby seemingly set into her brow.

Standing at attention along the dais was a squad of those same avian-themed knights I’ve seen multiple times so far. Additionally, on the left and right of the throne were two more of the knights, this time holding House Florens banners. These guys must have been the procession I’d heard.

The Prince neither blinked nor took her eyes off of the hall when she spoke again. “Steward Piccio.”

Piccio bowed his head in her direction from his position halfway up the dais. “Yes, your highness?”

“State the scheduled itinerary of the court, this day.” The Prince said evenly.

“Of course, your highness,” Piccio replied subserviently. Raising his head and drawing a scroll from his waist, Piccio turned back to face the hall. Unrolling the scroll and clearing his throat, Piccio read from the scroll in a clear voice. “Firstly, petitioners to the court this day include the honorable Lord Lozaki, the honorable Lady Hollawo, and the honorable Lord Olgar. Secondly, there is a dispute to be resolved in regard to pasture rights involving Houses Marino and Donnato. Finally, there is the welcoming of Lord Azarus during his scheduled visit to the Cardinal Halls.”

Okay, I was a little confused, and judging by the murmuring in the hall, I wasn’t the only one. Risking a glance over to Olgar, I found that he surprisingly had a wry smile on his painted lips. He didn’t seem super upset about the news of a schedule, which I was a little confused by. Wasn’t this supposed to be some big dramatic showdown between the Prince, Azarus, and Olgar?

“Hmm.” I heard Azarus give an approving noise. I turned my head slightly to look at him with a questioning look on my face. He must have noticed because he turned to face me too. “It’s a good move.” He whispered to me. “Ely must have thrown together an itinerary real quick in order to make it seem like she planned this. ‘Scheduled’, yeah?”

Oh, I get it now. By making this seem like a normal day at court instead of a rushed confrontation, it makes it seem like Azarus wasn’t here for anything important. I gave Azarus a slight nod to show I understood. Before I turned back to watch the Prince though, I gave Azarus the side-eye as well. “Ely, huh?” I whispered to him. He gave me the stink eye back. The Prince drew our attention back shortly, however.

“Very well.” The Prince continued smoothly. “Court is now in session. Proceed.”

“The throne calls upon Lord Lozaki, of House Romano!” Piccio immediately called out into the hall.

For the next maybe half an hour, two separate dwarves approached the throne and aired their petitions to the Prince. The first wanted something to do with an inheritance? Sounded like he was pissed about an uncle. The Prince pretty much dismissed him and said to come back with the uncle in order to present a fair hearing. That guy veritably slunk out of the hall with his tail between his legs. The second one had some kind of routine business about zoning laws for her tannery business. I didn’t understand most of the back and forth with this one, as it seemed to involve specific local ordinances. After a while, the Prince ruled in her favor and gave her some kind of concession? I didn’t fully follow it, and judging by the attitude of the audience in the hall, they didn’t either. A not insignificant number of dwarves had left the hall during both petitions, as it seemed like they might not get the show they were looking for. I didn’t blame them, this was kinda boring.

But enough stuck around, because it was Olgar’s turn to petition the throne next. Now this I was interested in. What reason did he manufacture to be here?

I saw Piccio take a deep breath. “The throne calls upon Lord Olgar, of House Florens!” He announced.

The hall took up a low murmur. This apparently didn’t sit right with the Prince, as she very obviously narrowed her eyes. “Silence.” Her voice rang out in the hall, clear as a bell. The hall fell silent at her command. Shifting her eyes to look at Olgar, she spoke again. “Approach, cousin.”

Olgar did as commanded and smoothly approached the throne from where he had been standing off to the side. Once he reached the foot of the dais, he bowed at the waist towards the Prince. “Hail the Raven Throne.” He intoned in a strong voice. He stayed bent over for some reason, though.

The Prince let him stay bowed for several seconds before speaking. “Rise, cousin. State your petition.” For the first time, her composure broke slightly. She sighed. “Even though I suspect I know what it is.”

Olgar rose from his bow and smiled up at the Prince. “Your Highness is as wise as she is beautiful. Indeed, I have come before you today in order to reiterate a previous petition.” In a grand gesture, he spread his arms wide. “I speak, of course, of my petition to intervene in the conflict further south. With your permission, I would rally my company and present myself to the human King in order to lend my aid against the Sculpted menace!” He finished, in a gallant tone of voice.

Polite clapping arose from the dwarves that he’d brought with himself, very obviously his supporters.

The Prince let the clapping stop before speaking again. “Denied.” She said flatly.

Olgar didn’t seem surprised by this. He stretched his right arm in her direction in an entreating direction, his left hand over his heart. “Will you not tell us your reasoning, my Prince?”

The Prince furrowed her brow slightly. “As I have told you before, the rebellion occurring within the Kingdom of Herztal is a purely internal matter. The decision arrived at by the Principal Convocation is that the Principality is not to intervene in a foreign affair of murky morality. No dwarven mercenary companies are to involve themselves in the conflict, under threat of exile. As you well know.”

Olgar bowed his head in her direction. “It is as you say, my Prince. However!” He exclaimed, snapping his head back up. “Could you not entreat your fellow Princes to rescind their decision?! Even now, the poor citizens of Herztal suffer under constant threat of Sculpted terroristic acts! As a right-thinking noble, nay, as a moral person! Is it not our duty to liberate the frightened masses of humanity from the threat of the vile Sculpted?!” He cried dramatically.

“No.” The Prince said flatly. “It is not. I will not gainsay the other Princes, nor will I challenge our collective decision. Furthermore, as you well know, it was my personal, on the record, stated belief that the situation within Herztal is too nebulous to support either side in the conflict. I will not allow members of my House to intervene in it.”

Despite how enthralled I was in the drama playing out before me, I was still able to catch Azarus’s face twisting out of the corner of my eye. Twisting my head in his direction, I could see that he had an almost uncomfortable scowl on his face. Noticing me, he just shook his head in my direction. I was curious, but I directed my gaze back to the scene before us.

Olgar sighed theatrically. “Very well, my Prince. I will abide by your decision.” He finished mournfully. He bowed towards the throne again, but he was interrupted by the Prince before he could leave.

“Olgar.” The Prince said coldly. Olgar stopped mid-motion from where he’d been turning to leave to look back up at the Prince. “You will not petition for this again. Am I understood?”

Olgar bowed again. “Yes, my Prince. As you command.” At the Prince’s slight nod, he turned and left the foot of the dais to return to his supporters. As he was turning to leave though, I caught a look at his face. He didn’t look like he’d just been rebuked. In fact, from the look on his face, you’d think he’d just won something, instead of being denied.

The hall was quiet for a moment before the Prince broke it. She cut her eyes in the direction of Piccio and spoke. “Continue, Steward.”

Piccio stepped forward from where he had stepped back. He brought his scroll back up. “The throne calls upon Lady Marien, of House Marino, and Lord Ronaldo, of House Donnato!”

            

    
        Chapter 31 -  Performance of a Lifetime

    
    
    
    
                I didn’t pay much attention to the next couple of people that came to petition the Prince. I was more focused on the implications of Olgar’s petition, instead.

It sounded to me like the human kingdom was involved in some kind of war.

Moreover, it sounded like they were at war with themselves, in some fashion. Olgar had called it a ‘rebellion’ involving some group called the ‘Sculpted’. What the hell did that mean, anyway? What kind of name was ‘Sculpted’? What did they want? People didn’t typically rebel against their own government for no reason, after all.

What the Prince had said was interesting, too. When talking about it, she’d used words like ‘murky’, and ‘nebulous’. That implied to me that she might have sympathies for these ‘Sculpted’, whoever they were.

Very interesting.

After all, one man’s ‘rebellion’, could be another’s ‘revolution’.

I snapped out of my contemplation once I noticed that the last few petitioners had finished up with the Prince. I knew what that meant. It was our turn to be presented. The few people that had stuck around to see Azarus must have known this too, as I saw multiple other dwarves looking almost eager. Not Olgar, though. I could see that his followers looked more interested in us than he did, for some reason. He just looked…politely interested, I guess.

Hearing someone clearing their throat, I looked back up at the throne to see Piccio holding out his scroll again. “The throne calls upon Lord Azarus, of House Savoy, and his companion, Sir Nathan Hart!”

There was that ‘Sir’ again.

Azarus caught my eye from off to my left. When he saw that he’d gotten my attention, he nodded at me. I nodded back at him, trying to settle my nerves and mentally prepare myself. Azarus stepped forward and began making his way to the foot of the dais. I followed him, aware that all eyes in the hall were on the two of us.

When the two of us reached the dais, Azarus bowed at the waist in the direction of the Prince, right arm bent over his stomach and left behind his back. I emulated him as best I could.

“Rise, cousin. Rise, guest.” I heard the Prince say, in a noticeably warmer tone of voice than she’d spoken to Olgar in. I did as she bid, aware that Azarus was doing the same to my right. Looking up, I could see that the Prince was looking at him with a small smile. “Be welcome in these halls, blood of my blood.”

Azarus returned the smile. “I thank you for your kind words, my Prince.” He said, ducking his head briefly.

The Prince then shifted her gaze to me. It was far more neutral than the look she’d given Azarus. “And you, Sir Hart. Welcome to the Cardinal Halls.”

I took a deep breath before bowing my head to her. “Thank you, your Highness.”

The Prince nodded ever so slightly in my direction before addressing Azarus again. “I assume it’s your regularly scheduled business that brings you to my city?”

“Aye.” Azarus nodded. “That and…some other business that I’ll need to see done.”

“I see.” The Prince said slowly. “We can discuss any private business later. I invite you, and your companion, to dine with me after the conclusion of-”

“I apologize, my Prince.” I heard a loud voice say. “But I must object!”

My stomach fell. I recognized that voice.

Olgar.

Turning my head to the side, I could see him walk back up to stand at the foot of the dais. This time, he stood at the foot of the dais in order to keep both the Prince, Azarus and I in his view.

The Prince stared disapprovingly down at Olgar. “You forget your place, Olgar. Your time to speak has passed.”

Olgar placed his right hand over his heart. “I deeply apologize once more, my Prince. However, this man!” He said, suddenly pointing a finger in my direction. “Is highly suspicious! Who is he? Why has Azarus deigned to present him before the court? We know nothing about him! What if he was an assassin, with designs upon our beautiful sovereign?”

I could tell that Olgar’s speech was starting to sway the crowd somewhat, judging by the murmurs throughout the court. The Prince could tell too, I could see, from the frown on her face. In my case, I could feel my heartrate skyrocket. Along with my anxiety.

“I assure you, Olgar.” The Prince said carefully. “I’ve been briefed about the basics of the situation with Sir Hart.”

“I beg you, your highness,” Olgar replied passionately. “Illuminate us. I speak out of a deep sense of concern for not only your august self but for all residents of Rhoscara. We live in uncertain times, with barbarism rampaging beyond our southern border. Who knows what agents of disorder the vile Sculpted could slip into our midst!?”

Azarus stepped beyond me to stand in front of Olgar. “Leave it be, Olgar.” He said warningly. “It’s private.”

Olgar stepped forward too. “I will not! You, sir!” He said in my direction, still pointing an accusing finger. “I demand that you explain yourself!”

Azarus clenched his hands into fists. “Olgar-”

“It’s fine, Azarus,” I interjected.

Azarus turned to face me with an almost panicked look on his face.

I took a deep breath and continued. “If Lord Olgar is so concerned about my presence, then I believe I should explain myself.”

I took a step to position similarly to Olgar, half facing the Prince, half facing the rest of the hall. “Rest assured, my lord, that I have no designs upon the good people of Rhoscara. In truth, I’ve followed Lord Azarus to this fine city for the exact opposite reason! Please, will you not listen to my tale?” I cried passionately to the hall, in an attempt to match Olgar’s theatricality.

Judging by the interested gazes I could see throughout the hall, as well as the raised eyebrow from the Prince, I was succeeding.

“As many of you know,” I began. “My Kingdom, -” fuck fuck fuck what did he call it “Herztal, is currently suffering a period of strife and unrest. Like many of my people, I too attempted to flee the anarchy across the northern border, as it is well known that the chaos has not touched our most illustrious neighbors!”

I DIDN’T KNOW THAT AT ALL.

Must have been on the mark though, from the ‘sagely’ nods I could see from so many of these painted fops.

“However!” I shouted bombastically. “Before I could travel even a league upon dwarven clay, I was attacked! By Elven raiders!”

Gasps rang out from many of the gathered nobles, while others just looked like they were enjoying the show. The Prince’s other eyebrow went up.

I affected a sorrowful visage, bowing my head and laying a hand across my heart. “Sadly, the caravan of refugees that I, and my companions-” Me, myself, and I “were traveling with, could not fight them off. Nay, I’m afraid to say that those that were not slain, were enslaved by the barbaric raiders. Including my dear comrades…” I trailed off, forcing my eyes to well up. God, I hadn’t done that in years. I was surprised I was still capable of it.

I could hear one of the sheltered popinjays in the audience start to weep softly.

Surging violently upright, I made a sweeping motion with my right arm. “But all was not lost! For before the elven leader could sentence me to a fate most foul, I was saved! By none other than Lord Azarus!” I spun in a circle, pointing a finger straight at him and causing more gasps to ring out across the hall.

I could see that the Prince was visibly fascinated by my show, leaning forward on her throne to watch more closely.

Azarus had been gaping at me with an open mouth during my speech, but when I turned to point at him, he visibly started. Closing his mouth, Azarus closed his mouth before flicking his eyes to the audience to gauge their reaction. Looking back at me, he slowly nodded his head.

I nodded back at him, relieved that he was following my lead, but not letting it show on my face. “If it were not for him, I might not be alive this instant to address this august court! I shudder to imagine what would have befallen me had he not driven the foul elves away that day.” I actually did shudder dramatically, before shaking my head sadly. “Lamentably, others were not so lucky as I. The raiders were successful in taking a number of poor, unfortunate souls as slaves that day, during their retreat.”

A number of cries of outrage rang out, even from one of the dwarves in Olgar’s retinue. The dwarf next to him elbowed him in the ribs.

God, I had these fops eating out of the palm of my hand.

Still facing Azarus, I mouthed something to him while I let the outrage in the hall die down. I’d had a fucking crazy idea, but based on the reaction of the room, I thought I could pull it off.

‘Trust me.’

He just gazed back at me with wide eyes, as if he’d never met me.

“I am truly blessed.” I near whispered once the hubbub had died down. Nonetheless, my voice still echoed in the dead silent hall, so enthralled was my audience. “Alas, I did not escape that day without my own scars. You see, the vile raiders did succeed in one manner. For while they did not manage to bind me, they did leave me with a parting gift. Behold!” I cried, grasping my cloak at the collar.

Azarus’s eyes bulged in their sockets, guessing what I was about to do.

Ripping the cloak from my body in a violent motion over my head, I bared my body to the court.

Including my collar.

Shocked gasps rang out from every corner of the hall. The Prince lurched on her throne. Olgar gaped at me. Hell, I even heard some of the avian knights shuffle in their armor.

I drank in their reactions, smiling near manically. I spread my arms wide, fully facing the hall this time. “Peace, my dear gentle dwarves. Peace. Did I not say that I was not bound?”

That quieted the hall.

Some.

“I,” I started, before pausing dramatically. “Am not a slave! For while the raiders may have collared me, I retain my freedom!” I bellowed. “I may bear this collar, but I am not bound! Before this throne, and all gods, I proclaim! I will undergo any trial to prove this truth to you!”

Here I stopped speaking for a moment, praying to anyone that would listen that my hint would be picked up while my heart thundered in my ears.

Thankfully, my prayers were answered.

I heard a throat clear from behind me. I watched the stunned eyes of the hall shift to over my right shoulder. “Steward Piccio.” I heard the Prince say smoothly behind me. “Were you not trained to detect the presence of the slave bond?”

“Ah, ah.” I heard Piccio stutter behind me. “Um. Yes, your Highness. Right away, your Highness.” I heard him shuffle hurriedly down the steps in my direction. I didn’t turn to face him, still facing the hall with confidence written across my face. I didn’t even turn to face him when he laid a hand on the back of my left shoulder. I heard Piccio mutter something behind me, but I wasn’t able to make out the words. I felt a slight heat on my back, but nothing more.

“This man,” I heard Piccio say behind me, after a pause. “Speaks the truth, your Highness. He does not possess a slave bond.”

Cries of amazement arose from the hall before they were silenced by the Prince clearing her throat again.

“I see.” I heard the Prince say calmly. Just as calmly, I turned to face her. I saw that she was nearly smiling down at me. Nearly. “Why, then, Sir Hart, do you still bear a collar?”

I bowed sweepingly in her direction, trying my best to emulate Olgar from earlier. “Your Highness, I bear this collar for two reasons. The first is as a reminder of my failure. For it was my weakness that day that allowed the elven raiders to massacre that caravan so. Before that day, and before the war, I did not take my training seriously. I am pathetically weak, your highness.” I said, shaking my head sorrowfully. “I will bear this collar until the stain of my weakness has been erased, and my companions avenged. And so, my second reason ties to my first.” I spun in place to face Azarus once more.

He was still frozen in place.

I stretched out my left arm in his direction, my right over my heart. “For his actions that day in heroically saving my life, I have pledged it to Lord Azarus!” I cried, dropping to one knee. “I am not his slave, but I have pledged myself to him! I will follow where he leads! I will fight his enemies in his place! I will be the shield that protects him from all harm! This collar may not be true, but I will bear it nonetheless, as a collar upon my heart!”

Oh, cringe, cringe, cringe. That last line was totally overblown.

I stayed kneeling in that position, my arm still stretched to Azarus, hoping I hadn’t screwed everything up. But I didn’t think so.

Cheers arose from the audience, echoing through the halls.

“Hail, Sir Hart!” I heard one dwarven voice call. “Hail, the Collared Knight!”

The other nobles took up the chant.

“The Collared Knight!”

“The Collared Knight!”

I rose to my feet to face the crowd and bowed in their direction, before turning back around to face the Prince. The crowd quieted again, seeing that I wasn’t finished.

“And so, I come to my petition, your Highness,” I said solemnly. “By now, from my tale, you should be aware that there are roving gangs of Elven raiders upon your southern border, waylaying innocent refugees. I have heard your arguments against interfering in the Herztalian war, and will not gainsay you. However, will you not find it in your heart to deploy soldiers to protect the downtrodden castaways that even now flee the violence of my homeland, to the safety of yours?” I finished, bowing my head.

Silence fell upon the hall, the audience holding their breath.

“Hmm.” I heard the Prince say, my head still bowed. “I have heard your tale, Sir Hart, and you have my sympathies for your plight. Intelligence so close to the border with Herztal of late has been lacking, due to the difficulties of gathering it within the Barren Forest. Neither I, nor my forces, were aware that the elves had grown so bold as to attack Herztalian refugees upon my lands. I will speak with my Captains and tentatively,” She stressed. “Agree to the deployment of forces, in order to increase patrols in the area. Hopefully, this will discourage any further raids.”

I let out a shuddering sigh, relieved for many reasons. Raising my head, I smiled up at the Prince. “Thank you, your Highness. I am truly grateful for your magnanimity.”

The Prince merely nodded back at me, a wry cast to her lips.

Thunderous applause overtook the hall.

The Prince raised her voice for the first time to be heard over the din. “Court!” She shouted. “Is adjourned!”

            

    
        Chapter 32 - Judged

    
    
    
    
                “Well,” The Prince began delicately. “That wasn’t quite how I was expecting things to go.”

Once the Prince had ended court for the day, Azarus and I had followed her out of the throne room through a small, recessed doorway off to the side after I had collected my cloak. She had led us through a small corridor in silence before we’d emerged into another hallway. From there, she’d led us through the mostly empty halls to a stately room that must function as an office, based on the décor. Gesturing to a pair of chairs for Azarus and me to sit in, she sat behind a large wooden desk that dominated the back half of the room.

“Yeah,” Azarus said faintly, collapsing into a plush red chair. “Me neither.” He turned his head to the left to watch as I sat down as well and worked his jaw for a moment. “I…I don’t even…”

I held up my hands defensively. “Hey, I saw a chance and I took it. It seemed to work out, right?” I said, looking from Azarus to the Prince.

They exchanged their own look before the Prince delicately cleared her throat. “In the moment, yes. I would say that your…performance did work to put Olgar off balance. In some ways, I would also say that you achieved the exact opposite of Olgar’s intentions. Rumors of today’s court session are no doubt already spreading across the city, and working to bolster Azarus’s reputation.” She paused. “However…” She shook her head, before opening a drawer on her desk. Out of it, she pulled out a crystal bottle of some kind of dark, nearly pitch-black liquid and three glasses. Setting the glasses out, she uncorked the bottle and poured a generous portion of the suspected liquor into them, before sliding two of the glasses across the desk.

Azarus grabbed one of them before immediately shooting the contents of the glass back. I picked up mine as well and tried it. Tasted like rum, to me.

“However, the consequences of such a…grandiose show are difficult to calculate.” She said, drumming her fingers on the desktop. After a moment, she stopped and fixed me with her gaze. “Ah, but my apologies. We haven’t been properly introduced, have we?” She mused, before extending a hand in my direction. “I am Elysael, of House Florens.”

Somewhat hesitant, I reached across the desk to grab her hand in mine. Despite my expectations, it wasn’t quite as soft as I would expect the hand of a royal to be. Rather, it was a strong grip, with prominent calluses on it. “Uh, nice to meet you, your highness. I’m, well, I’m Nathan Hart. You…can call me Nate, if you want.” I said, shaking her hand.

She nodded at me, dropping the handshake. “Then I insist you call me Elysael. In private, you may do away with formalities.” I nodded back at her and sat back in my chair. Elysael took a deep breath before raising a perfectly sculpted scarlet eyebrow at me. “Out of curiosity, how much of your tale was truthful?”

“Um.” I floundered, before looking over at Azarus. Leaning over to him, I got his attention. “So, how much are we telling her?” I said, trying to whisper as quietly as I could in his ear.

Azarus didn’t bother to keep his voice down when he answered me. “Everything.” He said tiredly.

I was taken aback. “What, even the…?” I said, pointing to myself.

“Yeah.”

“And…?” I mimed as if I was stroking a beard on my bare chin.

Azarus rolled his eyes at me. “She already knows about Grey.” He said, emphasizing the name.

“Uh, alright,” I said, turning back to Elysael. She was watching us with a mildly amused expression, as if we were a pair of mischievous children. “I’d say maybe sixty percent was accurate-ish, and forty percent was bullshit I made up on the spot.”

She didn’t look surprised. “And what was false, exactly? I’m assuming you are not actually a wandering Herztalian Knight?”

I choked on a laugh, slightly hysterical. “God, no. I’m really,” I said with emphasis. “Really not from around here. Your Highness, what do you know about Precursors?”

For the next half hour, I explained everything that had happened to me since I had arrived on this planet to Elysael. I spoke about my abrupt appearance outside of the doomed caravan. I spoke of the elven raid that had killed most of the refugees, and our transport to Addersfield. I spoke of my purchase by Magnus, and how I’d narrowly escaped being inflicted with a slave bond thanks to Azarus. I told her about being awakened, and learning what and where I was.

I didn’t, however, tell her about our plans. Little as they may be.

When I finished, my throat actually hurt from talking so much that I couldn’t help but grimace. Seeing my discomfort, Elysael poured me some more of the rum. The burn of the alcohol helped to numb my throat. The Prince had mostly let me speak in silence, only asking a few clarifying questions throughout my tale.

“I see,” Elysael said quietly. “To think, a Precursor would appear during my reign.” She grimaced slightly, furrowing her brow. “And that he would fall victim to the darkest part of dwarven culture when he did.” Standing up from her desk, the Prince shocked me by actually bowing in my direction. “On behalf of the Principality, I apologize for the actions taken against you by Lord Magnus.” Slumping back down into her chair, she sighed. “Unfortunately, there is little I can do to aid you. As Azarus has no doubt explained, while you are indescribably lucky to have dodged a bond, you are still legally a slave in the eyes of the Principality. Not even the highest authority of the land can forcibly dissolve slave contracts. And that maggot Magnus would deny me, or any of my agents, if I expressed interest in purchasing your contract, purely out of spite.” She finished bitterly.

This time, it was Azarus and I that exchanged looks. Looking back at her, I cleared my throat. “Yeah…” I started. “I know. While it would be great if you could just wave your hand and fix all our problems, I didn’t expect it. I tagged along with Azarus for a different reason, something that you actually can help me with.”

That caused Elysael to sit back up in her chair. “Oh?” She said, surprised. “And what is that?”

I leaned forward, excited despite myself. “So, it turns out that as a Precursor, I get unique racial talents, yeah? One of mine is the ability to learn all seven of the Professions.” At that, Elysael gave me a strange look. “Yeah, seriously! So far, I’ve picked up six of them. The only one that I’m missing at this point is Artistry. We looked around Addersfield, and there was nobody around but Magnus that I could get to teach me, so obviously that was out. Azarus mentioned that you had it though, and could teach me. So, uh, yeah. Here I am.” I finished, somewhat lamely.

Elysael stared at me disbelievingly for a moment without blinking. “Are you telling me…” She started slowly. “That you traveled for nearly a week, braving the monster-infested wilderness, to show up in my city and cause such a scene in my throne room, that my courtiers will be speaking about it for years. All so that you could have the Prince of Rhoscara teach you…Artistry?”

I coughed into my right fist. “Well, I didn’t actually see any monsters on the trip,” I said weakly.

When Elysael transferred her gaze to Azarus, he just shrugged at her. She shook her head at the both of us slowly. “Well.” She said weakly. “I have no objections?”

“Hey, thanks!” I said, smiling at her. “So, do you want to do it now, or later or something?”

Elysael took a deep breath for a moment before nodding. “Now is fine, I suppose.” She said, extending her right hand in my direction. I reached out across the desk and took it in my own right hand. The Prince adopted a somewhat stern look on her face and spoke authoritatively. “Do you wish to learn Artistry?”

I smiled widely at her. Finally, after all this time, I was going to find out what was going on with my Professions! “I do,” I said excitedly.

That familiar little tingle happened again, between our two palms.

But…

That wasn’t all that happened, though.

Pressure.

Enormous pressure suddenly exploded into the room. It was charged, as if energy was suffusing the very air that we were breathing. It bore down on us, driving Azarus, Elysael and I out of our chairs. In fact, the chair that Azarus was sitting on exploded underneath him, sending him flat on his back. Because Elysael and I were leaning over, we merely slipped out of our chairs. I think she might have hit her head on her desk though, on her way down to meet me on the floor. Vaguely, I was aware of glass shattering and the furniture Elysael’s office groaning and splintering.

It was as if a colossal weight was bearing down upon me, pitiless and unrelenting. I couldn’t move, I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t even scream. Even the act of moving my eyes was somehow a gargantuan undertaking. Slowly, terrified out of my mind, I dragged my eyes to meet Elysael’s own terror-stricken gaze through the gap under her desk. I could tell from the wild panic growing her in eyes that she didn’t know what was going on either.

What was worse, however, was that the pressure was growing.

With every passing second, I could feel the pressure increase upon me, as if I was sinking ever further into the abyssal depths of a callous ocean. I could feel my bones begin to creak within my body. I could feel my lungs compress, driving the little air I had in my body out.

I could feel it when my heart began to slow.

As blackness began to creep across my vision, I was certain that I was about to die. Somehow, I’d managed to survive this far upon this damn planet, but something I’d done had ended up killing me nonetheless. If I’d been capable of it, I might have laughed.

Suddenly, the pressure suffusing the room disappeared in an instant.

In that same instant, not only did three simultaneous gasps of air explode from the three people in the room, myself included, but the door exploded as well. I was still too dazed to lift my head to look in that direction, but I heard the clang of multiple pairs of armored feet rushing into the room.

I may not have seen them enter the room, but I sure felt it when a rough, gauntleted fist seized me by my shoulder and flipped me on my back. Above me was one of the avian knights I’d seen so often, staring coldly down at me.

Oh, and pointing his enormous curved great sword down at my throat, close enough I swore I could feel the tip on my Adam's apple.

“Don’t move.” I heard a low, menacing voice echo out of the knight's pointed helm.

I was still too out of it to really pay any attention to him, however. I could still remember the feeling of my heart slowing in my chest. It seemed to be fine now, though. I wanted to bring a hand up to my chest to clench at it fruitlessly, but at the last second, I remembered the orders of the knight.

Above me, I could see the eyes of the dwarven knight narrow slightly down at me through his helmet, as if he could somehow tell.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see another knight, similarly poised with his great sword over Azarus. I guess not even being the Prince’s cousin saved him from suspicion with these guys.

Behind me, I could hear another one of the knights speaking in a low voice to the Prince, as they presumably helped her to her feet. Whatever they were saying was too quiet for me to hear.

“Enough.” I heard the Prince say in a rough voice. “Enough, my Corvid Knights. I do not believe this was an attack.”

I heard the knight above Azarus do as she said and step away, but the knight above me didn’t move for a moment. He just continued to hold my gaze, sword poised above my throat.

“Sir Ofrean…” I heard the Prince say in a warning tone, voice still coarse.

After a moment, the knight above me complied. He took his sword away from my throat, and slung it across his back in the same instant that he stepped away from my prone body. “By your command.” He murmured.

Once he was away from me, Azarus appeared in his place. “Ya all right?” He said in a concerned tone.

I just gazed at him for a moment before blinking. I opened my mouth to try and answer, only to find that I couldn’t. Only a croaking noise emerged from my throat.

Azarus grimaced. “Dumb question.” He said under his voice. Reaching down and grasping my arm, Azarus hauled me to my feet. When I was finally upright, I was able to see the damage done to the office.

It was wrecked.

Where before the office had been stately, with a sense of understated elegance to it, now it looked like someone had rampaged through it with a sledgehammer. Everything glass in the office had shattered, including the windows. The chairs and the bookcases were either shattered or half collapsed, with the books themselves somehow looking as if they’d exploded as well. Scraps of paper lay everywhere, some of it still floating in the air.

I looked around a little, lost.

What the hell had just happened?

            

    
        Chapter 33 - Uncertainty

    
    
    
    
                After the incident in the Prince's office, nobody seemed to be in the mood to talk anymore. Elysael told Azarus and me that we would finish the conversation later, before calling a servant to lead us to the rooms that had been prepared for us. Shortly thereafter, I found myself in a small, relatively opulent room that I suppose I was going to be spending most of my time in while I was in Rhoscara. Azarus had been led to the room to my right and bid me goodnight, but not before shooting me one last puzzled look. Before they left, the servant had apologized to me and said that dinner would shortly be brought to my room, instead of taking it with the Prince.

Meanwhile, before my food arrived, I sat on the edge of my bed and stared blankly into space, lost in thought. Once again, I felt like I’d just barely dodged death. What had that pressure been, anyway? If it had lasted any longer, I wasn’t sure I would have been able to survive it. Thinking about it, it wasn’t hard to realize that it had happened because I had accepted the final Profession I needed. Something else must have happened because of that.

Did it have anything to do with Grey’s theoretical eighth Profession?

Guess it was time to find out.

I used my skill and pulled up my status.

Hidden Amidst the Spheres.




	You have learned the General Talent Acting!



	Acting has reached level 3!



	You have learned Artistry!



	You have created Aetherial Melding!



	Would you like to review your Professions?



	Y/N






Uh, okay.

I’ll take it from the top, then.

I wasn’t surprised to see that I had gotten Acting as a talent. After my performance earlier in the throne room, I would have been shocked if I didn’t get something out of it. I’d gotten quite a few levels in it too, I noted. Next was Artistry, and something was bothering me about that. After a moment of thinking about it, I realized that I had apparently only learned Artistry and not some kind of derived Profession. Every time I’d learned a Profession, I’d also immediately learned something else, like Medicinal Alchemy, or Material Enchantment. It was a weird difference, and I guess I was going to have to ask Elysael or Azarus about it later.

And then there was the truly weird thing, the third notification that I had gotten. 'Aetherial Melding', huh. I had apparently ‘created’ it, rather than ‘learned’ it. It was an interesting choice of words that the System had chosen, there. It implied that whatever I had ‘created’ was something that was entirely new, rather than something I had merely ‘learned’. Was this the mysterious eighth Profession that Grey had nearly peed himself over?

Guess there was only one way to find out.

I mentally selected the Yes button on my notifications, mentally opening my Professions pane.

Which had changed.

Massively.

With a mounting sense of anxiety, I reviewed it. Where before my Profession pane had had seven circles surrounding an indistinct picture of a fist, six of them with symbols in them and glowing blue, now it had changed. The empty circle had been filled with a picture of a paintbrush, but it hadn’t started to glow blue. No, instead none of the circles were glowing blue anymore. Each of the seven symbols representing my Professions had lost their light and were now a dull gray. Similarly, both the circles they were in, and the connecting lines of the heptagram between them had lost their glow. Instead, it looked like all of the light had transferred to the middle of the Profession star, leaving only a glowing blue heptagon in the center. The light inside of the heptagon was pulsing rhythmically, like it was a heart.

I couldn’t see the fist symbol anymore, through all the light.

Slowly, I breathed in and out.

In.

And.

Out.

Trying to control my anxiety over whatever this could mean, I changed my status back to the main page away from the Profession pane. I had a suspicion.




	Name
	Nathaniel Eugene Hart



	Titles
	N/A



	Level
	5



	Age
	24 Sol



	Race
	Human (Precursor)



	Affinity:
	Terrestrial



	Classes
	N/A



	Profession
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	240/240



	Stamina
	100/100



	Vitality
	14
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	10



	Spirit
	10



	Dexterity
	18



	Perception
	14



	Intelligence
	22



	Wisdom
	22



	Free Points:
	0



	Options
	Talent Page, Skill Page, Profession Page






There it was, clear as day.

I didn’t have any Professions anymore. Not even whatever this 'Aetherial Melding' was. Where before I’d had six different ones listed on my status sheet, now the Professions section listed as just blank. It didn’t even have an ‘N/A’ like my class section because I hadn’t gotten one yet. It was just blank.

I started hyperventilating, no longer able to control my breathing.

Oh fuck, what did that mean? Did I screw myself trying to get all of the Professions, just because I could? What if Grey had been wrong? He’d told me early on that Awakenings could go wrong for people that underwent it later in life, resulting in corrupted Statuses. What if that was what had happened to me?! What if we had been wrong about what ‘Dream of the Infinite’ did?! We’d guessed that it was what was allowing me to learn all of the Professions, but what if we had been wrong?! That could have just been an indication of a corrupted status or something!

Grey had been telling me all about how Professions were important for advancing with the System, because of Impact. If I had accidentally erased all of my Professions, was I screwed now?! If I didn’t have Professions, I couldn’t generate Impact. If I couldn’t generate Impact, I couldn’t get good classes! And if I couldn’t get good classes I couldn’t escape from being a slave! I was going to die a fucking slave because I’d fucked up my Professions!

I was going to die.

In a mad panic, I jumped to my feet and began moving towards the door. I didn’t know if Azarus was still awake or not, but I was going to wake his ass up if he was asleep. I needed to know If I hadn’t just fucked all of our plans.

Suddenly, before I could reach the door, a knock rang out on it.

I froze, before trying to clear my throat. “Ah…who is it?” I called out weakly, unable to stop my voice from cracking.

“Excuse me, Sir Hart.” I heard a soft, female voice say on the other side of the door. “I have your dinner, compliments of the Prince.”

Oh, yeah. That butler guy earlier had said something about dinner.

Snapping back to reality, I realized I’d just been in the middle of a panic attack. I was soaked in sweat, to the degree that I could smell myself. I was trembling too, shakes still running all up and down my body. Additionally, I ran a hand through my hair, finding it dripping as well. Realizing that the maid on the other side of the door was still waiting on an answer, I tried to get ahold of myself. It was surprisingly easy, actually. As soon as I focused on it, I could feel my shaking stop, and my stance firm up.

“Ah, excellent!” I called to the other side of the door. Striding up to it and concentrating on my breathing, I opened it with false confidence. On the other side of it was a dwarven woman in an almost stereotypical French maid outfit. She had her hands on a push cart, upon which was resting what must be my dinner.

When she saw me, her eyes widened in surprise. “Oh! Excuse me, my lord!” She said, curtseying behind her cart. “If…if you’re indisposed, I can return later!”

I crossed my arms and beamed at her, as a proper overly-theatrical knight would. “Not at all, not at all!” I said boastfully. “I, ah. I was merely engaging in some late-night calisthenics! Yes! I need to keep up with my training, even now!”

The maid cut her eyes away from me for a moment, before looking back and fixing a polite smile on her face. “Of course, Sir Hart.” She said gently, as if speaking to a small child. “As you say.”

My own smile grew wooden. “I’ll. I’ll just be taking that, then.”

The maid curtseyed to me again. “If you can, my lord.” She murmured. “Once you’re finished, leave the cart outside and the staff shall collect it.”

“Very well,” I said, my smile becoming more awkward by the second. I hurriedly grabbed the cart and wheeled it into my room, jostling it somewhat and closing the door behind me. Through the door, I heard the maid sigh slightly before moving on.

Once the door was closed behind me, I let my act fall. Slumping, I hunched over the cart containing my dinner.

Breathe in.

Breathe out.

After a moment, I managed to catch my breath. All right, now that I wasn’t drowning in anxiety, I was thinking more clearly. Furrowing my brow, I considered my Profession situation. I kind of doubted that I was as fucked as I thought I was earlier. Clearly, something was going on with my Professions that I doubted anyone, even Grey, knew. I might have lost all of my other Professions, but something was telling me that I was going to get something else. The pulsing blue hexagon on my Profession pane was too suspicious in of itself to just dismiss it as losing everything. Call it gut instinct.

Speaking of guts, the smell of food now wafting through my room was making me aware of just how hungry I was. Wheeling the food trolley to a small desk in the corner of the room, I transferred my dinner tray to it. The cart had also come with a bottle of red wine and a glass as well, so I uncorked the wine and filled the glass before setting it next to the tray. Sitting down, I opened the tray to see what I had gotten for dinner. Looked like a pork chop with some kind of raspberry sauce, as well as assorted greens. But, you know. Fancy.

I settled down for dinner.

……………………………………...

When I was finished with dinner, I put the cart out into the hallway like I was asked, and then took a quick bath in the attached en suite. Immediately after, I flopped down in the sinfully comfy bed and conked out. It had been such a long and…interesting day that I had been exhausted.

A polite knocking on my door awoke me the next morning. Groggily lifting my head, I squinted at the door with bleary eyes. When the knocking came again, I groaned and dragged myself out of bed. Shuffling my way toward the door, I opened the door and squinted at who I found. “Yes?” I said slowly.

The dwarven maid, different from the one last night, curtseyed and bowed her head to me. “Your pardon, Sir Hart.” She said, politely. “The Prince requests your presence in the Coral Room, in order to break fasts.”

I took a deep breath. “Yeah, uh, okay,” I said, starting to wake up. “Give me a minute.” I started to close the door, in order to get ready, before pausing. “And…where is the Coral Room?”

“Do not worry, my lord.” She answered, head still bowed. “I was sent to guide you, as well.”

“Ah. All right. Just, give me a minute.” I said, still somewhat sleepy.

I shut the door in front of her and turned around. Stepping away, I considered what to do next. I ended up taking a few minutes getting myself presentable in the en suite, before getting dressed in some nice clothes I found in a drawer. I made sure not to forget my cloak as well, in order to conceal my collar. I might have revealed it to the whole court yesterday, but that didn’t mean I was comfortable parading it about.

When I was ready, I left my room and let the maid lead me through the palace. It seemed much quieter than it had been yesterday. I guess now that the nobles had gotten their show, they weren’t inclined to stick around in the palace proper.

After a while, we reached a set of double doors that were being guarded by a pair of the Corvid Knights. They didn’t pay me any mind. The maid turned around and curtseyed at me again. “The Prince awaits you within, Sir Hart.”

“Ah, thank you,” I said to her. She merely bowed her head at me before hurrying off down the hall. I took a deep breath before opening the door and stepping through and closing it behind me.

Pink, was my first impression. The room was very…pink. This room was much more casually decorated than the rest of the palace that I had seen. Very frilly. Very…girly. Rather than stately portraits and solemn busts, it had paintings of cute animals and delicate little statuettes decorating the walls and shelves.

Coral Room, huh. I get it. Not the sea creature, then.

Inside, I found the Prince sitting at a (relatively) small table with a number of plates and dishes upon it.

Just her, though.

“Ah…” I said, hesitantly. I wasn’t sure if she was pissed about her office from yesterday. “Good morning.”

Elysael looked up at my greeting, taking her eyes off the papers she was considering. She nodded at me. “Nathan. Good morning to you, as well. Please, take a seat.” She said, gesturing to a chair across from her.

I made my way across the room to do so. “Is it just us?” I asked questioningly, as I took my cloak off and sat it on the back of the chair. “Azarus not up yet?”

She shook her head. “Azarus has already left the palace. He still has business that he must begin within the city. It’s just us, this morning. Please, feel free to help yourself.”

Just us, huh.

Taking a deep breath, I nodded at her. “Okay, thank you.”

Don’t be nervous, man. You’re only alone with a startlingly beautiful and powerful woman. Er, dwarf.

No reason to be nervous at all.

I sat down and then carefully began to load my plate from what was on offer.

            

    
        Chapter 34 - The Coral Room

    
    
    
    
                For the next maybe quarter-hour, we ate our breakfasts in awkward silence. Well, awkward for me at least. In a casual setting like this, I didn’t know how to speak to Elysael. What kind of chit-chat did you have with literal royalty? I didn’t know. I was aware of how awkward I was, and I’m sure I was making a fool of myself somehow. Elysael didn’t indicate in any way that she noticed, though. She just ate her meal with a quiet poise, seemingly unbothered by the silence.

God, Azarus, did you have to leave me alone here?

Once the two of us were finished, Elysael folded her napkin over her cleared plate. I stiffly tried to emulate her as best I as I could. Once I was done, a more tangible awkward silence descended over the two of us.

Uncomfortable, I cleared my throat. I at least did have one thing I wanted to speak about. “Ah, er, your High-Elysael,” I corrected myself. “I’d like to apologize for what happened to your office last night. I, uh, I had no idea something like that was going to happen.”

Raising an eyebrow, Elysael shook her head. “Think nothing of it. Last night’s…” She paused, visibly searching for the word. “Phenomenon, was completely out of my experience as well. Truthfully, I would have been surprised if you had expected it, considering your unfamiliarity with the System. Such a thing is unheard of, in circumstances such as those.”

My eyebrows shot up. Leaning forward, I forgot some of my awkwardness in my curiosity. “That almost sounds like you know what happened.”

Elysael smiled slightly. “That would be because I do. I was curious, so I spent some time researching the matter before bed. It is an exceedingly rare event, but not an unheard-of one. What occurred last night is colloquially known as System Judgment. As the words imply, whatever happened when you accepted Artistry from me directly called the attention of the System itself. In rare occasions, such as whatever happened to you, it is known that the System must step in, in order to…facilitate whatever Status changes are taking place at the time.”

I furrowed my brow. “Really? But I thought that the System was almost entirely automated for use?” I asked confusedly.

Elysael hummed. “Not entirely.” She said after a moment’s thought. Directing her gaze to meet mine, she asked a question. “When you were Awakened, I assume that whoever did so explained some aspects of the System to you?”

Tilting my head, I nodded at her question. “Yeah, Grey explained some things.”

“Did Headmaster Greycton perhaps mention how the System is…flawed?” She asked leadingly.

“Yeah, he-” I paused and then narrowed my eyes at her suspiciously. “‘Headmaster Greycton’, huh?”

Elysael was visibly taken aback. “Yes?”

“I’ve only known him as ‘Grey’,” I said, frowning. “Exactly what is he Headmaster of?”

“Ah…” Elysael grimaced. “I appear to have overstepped. If…Grey has chosen not to speak of himself to you so far, it is not my place to gainsay him.”

I nodded slowly. “All right, I guess.”

Whatever, I’ll just badger Azarus about it.

“In any case, we were speaking about the System and its flaws, were we not?” Elysael said pointedly. I held up my hands in surrender. “What has he mentioned?”

“Uh.” I took a moment to think. “He told me about how some Awakenings can get corrupted? And…something about the System being inefficient?”

“Truly, that’s all?” Elysael said in surprise.

I shrugged at her. “We’ve been kinda busy.”

She shook her head. “Very well, then. System Judgements are one of those inefficiencies that he told you about. The System is imperfect. Very rarely does it impart power in and of itself. Rather, it is an…automated guide stone on how to refine Aether safely, resulting in ‘levels’. It may interest you in knowing that soul refinement before the advent of the System did, in fact, exist.”

“Huh,” I said, leaning back in my chair. “I swear Grey said something about not much being known about from before ‘System Initialization’.”

“Not much, is not nothing,” Elysael said knowingly. “In the before times, it was known as the ‘Thousand Steps of Divinity’. Very ancient records indicate that it was uncommon, to a startling degree, especially compared to how ubiquitous the System is today. The ‘steps’ of the old method, could be roughly equated to our modern ‘levels’. Of course, the old method did not possess the advantages that the System does. There were no Skills nor Talents, Racial or otherwise. No Professions, in order to impart Impact.”

“What did it have then?” I asked, curiously.

“Virtues. Records tell us that the Soul masters only truly had the refinement of their Virtues. And it was an intensive process indeed. They could not spare the time to learn anything else, such as Magic or Cultivation, where the majority of a modern classer’s strength lies.” Elysael told me passionately, leaning forward, eyes bright. It was interesting, actually. This was by far the most animated that I had seen her. “They were apparently formidable warriors in their own right, however. Where ancient Magi could call upon the elements to smite you, and ancient Cultivators could cut you down, swift as the wind, they were different. The ancient Soul Masters could instead touch upon the otherworldly, and battle that which was eldritch. Primalists, they were called.” Elysael must have caught sight of the amused expression that I was wearing, because she leaned back in her chair visibly fighting a blush.

“So, is that what you’re into then? History?” I asked her, genuinely curious.

“Ah,” Elysael answered, visibly embarrassed. “Apologies, that wasn’t relevant. Getting back to the topic at hand, it’s a widely held belief that the System is, somehow, unfinished. Modern scholars believe that the System is an attempt at formalizing and combining all three methods of self-improvement into one, coherent whole. However, it has very obviously failed at this task, as it only ever managed to assimilate one of them. Primalism. The refinement of the Soul.”

“Yeah, Grey told me about that some. The System is apparently using raw Aether to do it, and that results in levels, right?” I said, nodding along.

“Yes, but it’s meant to do more than that. The System very obviously is supposed to support Magic and Cultivation as well, but it almost…flails about helplessly whenever it attempts to do so. It can only cursorily assist in those matters, and often only in indirect ways. This is where a System Judgement comes in. Can you perhaps guess why?” Elysael asked me encouragingly as if she were a teacher.

I took it in stride, tilting my head back in thought. Could it be…

Looking back at Elysael, I began hesitantly. “Maybe…because my Status tried to do something that verges on Magic or Cultivation?”

Elysael smiled at me. “Close. A System Judgement occurs when an individual attempts to forge a skill that veers off the beaten path and touches upon those disciplines in order to do so. When they attempt something unique. It’s a good sign, truly. It’s rare these days because it’s been millennia since the advent of the System, and most paths are already beaten with our limited access. Which is why I’m terribly curious as to how one was triggered by the acceptance of a Profession of all things.”

Ah.

Shit.

I hadn’t thought of what I would say to her in regard to what I had seen last night. Azarus and I might have told her a ton last night, but he’d been very obvious in not sharing everything.

He hadn’t said a word about escaping anywhere with Grey.

Elysael must have seen the hesitance on my face because her expression visibly cooled. “My apologies if I’ve overreached-”.

I waved my hands frantically. “No, no! It’s fine, really! I just…don’t really understand what it did myself.”

Ah, screw it. Based on the history lesson, she might be as big of a nerd as Grey, and I was still a little anxious over my Professions. She might be my best source of information until I returned to Addersfield. Something told me Azarus would have no idea what was going on with me when I told him about it. Besides, my gut was telling me I could trust her.

Huh, I was really relying on my gut a lot these days.

Probably not a good sign.

I proceeded to tell Elysael about what I had seen on my status last night. About my missing Professions, and the state of my Profession pane. Her expression opened back up as I talked, with open fascination crawling across her face.

“How interesting,” Elysael whispered to herself. Looking back up at me, she shook her head slightly in regret. “Unfortunately, I have not the faintest idea of what could be occurring with your Professions, Nathan.”

I slumped. Well, damn. Never mind then.

“However…” I heard her voice continue. I looked back up at her to see her looking off into space, ponderingly. “However, I do not believe you have anything to worry about. In fact, I believe you should look at your Status again. Sometimes, it can take time for truly momentous changes to bind to it.” She said, looking back at me and nodding.

“Uh, okay,” I said to her, confused. A moment later, Elysael handed me a small, decorative mirror she must have been hiding in a pocket in her dress. Taking it and trying to ignore how warm it was, I focused on bringing up my Status. I knew I could open it without a mirror now, but I didn’t need to show off all of my secrets to her. She hadn’t asked about my other talents at all, other than the one that allowed me to get the other Professions.

Right away, I could see a difference on my Status screen. Barely holding in a gasp, I focused on it. I was actually a little startled when my Status screen changed to focus on the difference I’d seen.




	Profession
	*Locked*






“Is aught amiss, Nathan?” I heard Elysael ask in a concerned tone.

“One sec,” I muttered distractedly, holding up one finger.

I maneuvered around Status some more, bringing up my Profession pane. I couldn’t help but let a confused frown creep onto my face at what I found. Mentally closing my Status, I set the mirror down. “Huh,” I said, absent-mindedly staring at a small figure of a horse behind Elysael. After a moment, I focused back on her. “Yeah, I’m…glad? I did that?” I said still, confused. “There was a change to my Status sheet, but not my Profession pane, since last night. What does it mean to have a locked Profession?”

Both of Elysael’s eyebrows shot up. “Locked? That was the exact wording you saw?”

I nodded back at her. “Yeah.”

“Hmm, well, I believe I know what has happened in that case, as baffling as it is.” Elysael shook her head. “You most assuredly possess some kind of Profession. When something is termed as locked on a Status, it means that you have acquired a Skill that is too powerful for you to attempt to use. It’s one of the few safety measures that the System provides. However, I have never once heard of a Profession, of all things, being too powerful. This 'Aetherial Melding' must be truly exceptional.”

I perked up. “So, how do I unlock it then?”

“Simply grow more powerful, is my guess,” Elysael answered wryly. “You are currently without a class, yes?” At my nod, she continued. “Colloquially, that means you rank as Tier Zero. Once you choose a class at level ten, you are termed as Tier One. It’s possible, even probable, that once you have acquired a class, whatever Profession you have stumbled upon will be unlocked. I highly, highly doubt that the System would deliberately hobble someone by locking a Profession of all things until Tier Two.”

At Elysael’s words, I could feel a knot of tension I wasn’t even aware of begin to unravel inside of me. Despite managing to calm down last night, I’d still been experiencing a low level of anxiety about my Professions. It was good to know that I was probably not completely screwed.

“Okay.” I breathed. “Thanks for your help, then.”

“It was my pleasure,” Elysael told me, smiling. Standing up from her chair, she picked up a small bell that had been sitting on the table and gave it a ring. Immediately, one of the maids shuffled her way into the room and began to collect the plates and cups from our meal, expertly balancing them on a tray. Once the maid was finished, she bowed in the direction of the Prince, still balancing the tray, and scurried out of the room. Elysael paid her little mind, looking at me instead. “Shall we take a walk? I’m interested in continuing our conversation, and I have little to do for the next hour before I must begin my duties.”

“Ah, sure,” I said, startled. I stood up to match her and grabbed my cloak. Settling it around my shoulders, I hurried to catch up with Elysael, who was waiting for me near the door. She opened it as I grew closer and stepped through, without a backward glance.

I followed her.

            

    
        Interlude 3 - Kragsdwarf [Vol. 1 End]

    
    
    
    
                The fading twilight stretched across the city of Rhoscara, glittering among its crimson and gold spires. Beneath them, the work of the city began to die down, after another frenetic day of creation and trade. Carpenters and masons, bakers and chefs, most daytime workers began to close up shop and head for home. Gradually, they streamed from their workshops and their patisseries, leaving only the fading dust of a hard day’s work in their wake.

While the working public of Rhoscara closed their doors, another kind of resident began to open theirs.

The nightlife.

Unique among the Five Points of the dwarven Principality, Rhoscara possessed a thriving night culture that catered to those that sought entertainment under the moonlight. Street lamps were gradually lit by lamplighters, made much easier in the modern age since the invention of enchantment discs. Where before they needed to painstakingly light each individual gas lamp, these days they only needed to activate individual discs that required a specific key.

Taverns and dens of iniquity opened their doors en-masse, eager to welcome in the hardworking dwarves of the city. They were equally eager to take their coin. Carousers and drunks of all sorts came and went from establishment to establishment, either seeking more amusement or having worn out their welcome. It was a common sight among Rhoscaran pubs for disagreeable patrons to be literally thrown out the door by one of the employed guards.

Bront Stonebin was one of those guards. A former military dwarf, he’d served in the Rhoscaran guard for three years before being court marshaled over a simple misunderstanding, if you asked him. All he’d done was a bit of flirting, after all. How was he supposed to know that dame he’d goosed had been a Count’s daughter? All those hoity-toity types looked the same to him, after all.

After he’d done his time, Bront had drifted as a tough for hire among the underbelly of the city. But after a while, Bront’d had a thought. ‘Bront,’ He had thought to himself. ‘Bront, yer getting’ on in yer years, and ye ain’t going to be gettin’ many more levels. This is it fer you, bucko. Time to settle down.’

And so he had.

Bront had looked for honest employment among the scenes he had been most familiar with and had eventually ended up as a guards-dwarf for The Gilded Mare. He’d known that most bars in the city were always looking for ex-military to help handle people that’d had a little too much to drink. The Mare was a decent bar that paid decent wages. It wasn’t as high-end as some of the places that the nobs went to, but it wasn’t a slum bar either. Today, he was working the outside door.

Bront was pretty happy with his life these days. He’d settled down and found gainful employment, astonishing his poor old ma. He’d even started making inquiries about a nice girl he fancied. Marva Kegborn worked over at a bakery on fifth street, and hadn’t spat in his face when he’d given her flowers!

He was sure they were going to get married any day now.

Bront snapped out of his daydreaming when he heard the sound of a loudly singing group coming up the road. Shoving off the wall next to the door of the Mare he’d been resting on, he directed his gaze that way.

He was pretty puzzled by what he found.

It looked like a group of nobs. Like, the really fancy ones, even.

All dressed up in crimson silk and more gold than Bront was sure he’d ever see in his life, their faces were even painted in the new style that was all the rage with the higher class. It must have been a group of at least ten dwarves, in all. He couldn’t tell though, because they were surrounding one dwarf in the center of them pretty closely.

The group was singing at the top of their lungs in the old tongue, so Bront didn’t understand a word of what they were saying. Uppity lot this, then. Only people that deliberately didn’t want to be understood turned off Language Adaptation. They weren’t very good, anyway. Bront had heard better from some of the regulars, once they’d gotten a few ales in them.

Once the group reached the street in front of the Mare, they started to make their way to the door, without a care in the world. Bront stopped them, for the simple reason that he had stepped in front of the entryway. The group of nobs halted, with some of the group visibly shocked. Hell, some of them looked as if they had only just now noticed them.

“Oi, oi,” Bront grunted, crossing his beefy arms across his leather-padded chest. “What are you lot thinkin’, then? We’re full up, yeah? Shove off, and find someplace else to get yer piss on.”

A few of the group looked more astonished than ever. A couple of them even began to look around, as if they were looking for someone. One of the nobles spoke up, though. “Now, look here-”.

“No,” Bront said, unfolding his arms and looming over the foppish noble. “You look here. Fook off, all of ye. I won’t tell ye again.”

“Calm yourself, my good dwarf.” A smooth voice echoed out of the circle of dwarven nobles. At some unseen signal, they peeled away in front of Bront to let the speaker step forward. It was another nob, but this one was different somehow. He was taller and was dressed in a way that was both fancier than the rest of them, and yet somehow less ostentatious to Bront’s untrained eye. But it wasn’t his clothes, or even his bearing that gave Bront pause about this new nob. It was his face. Unlike the other nobs, who were all done up in foppish cosmetics, he was different.

He looked like he was wearing war paint, instead.

The new nob smiled evenly at Bront before he spoke. “I assure you, doorman, we are expected by the owner. We have a reserved room.”

Bront shifted uncomfortably. Something about this new dwarf was throwing him off. “I dunno.” He muttered doubtfully. “I ain’t heard no-”.

Bront was cut off by the door slamming open behind him, causing him to jump. Before he could turn around to see who had slammed the door open, he was astonished to see his boss, and the owner of the Mare scurry past him to bow repeatedly in front of the painted nob.

“I’m so, so sorry milord.” His boss, Fanziel Brightbrew, stammered cringingly between bows to the nob. “I-I was busy in the back, and I lost track of time, and I deeply, deeply apologize for the actions of my doorman. He’s new, and-”.

The painted nob laid a hand on Mr. Brightbrew’s shoulder and drew him upright. “None of that now.” The strange dwarf said with a small smile. “We have a business, don’t we? It wouldn’t do to delay it even more.” Turning his eyes back to Bront, the painted dwarf didn’t have to say another word. Mr. Brightbrew looked up at him as well, with a wide-eyed, murderous gaze.

Bront stepped out of the way of the door.

Not giving Bront another look, the painted nob directed Mr. Brightbrew back into the bar, followed closely by the rest of his entourage. A few of the other dwarves glared at Bront on the way inside, but he didn’t pay them any mind. He was still puzzled by what had creeped him out about the guy that Mr. Brightbrew had been bowing and scraping to.

After a moment, he managed to pin it down and shivered. It had been his eyes. The painted nob may have smiled at him, but his eyes had been dead. It was like they hadn’t even actually seen Bront when they were looking at him. Bront resolved to stay out of the way of that nob in the future and tried to put him out of his mind.

Thoughts of Marva Kegborn were much more pleasant, after all.

……………………………………...

Lord Olag of House Savoy calmly folded his hands on the table in front of him as the last of his subordinates shuffled into the room. The proprietor of this…hovel, shut the door behind the last dwarf to enter the room. Once he was finished, the commoner made his way to the corner of the room, where a chair was waiting for him.

It was good that he knew his place.

Olag waited patiently as his followers seated themselves along the sides of the long table that lay in the meeting room he had rented. Of course, he sat at the head of it. Once the last of his peons had seated themselves in proper silence, Olag let it stretch on for a moment longer.

Shifting his eyes to the dwarf closest to his right, Olag broke the quiet. “Report.” He said simply.

The ostentatious dwarf, the second son of some no-name coin counter, rose to his feet and cleared his throat. “Of course, my lord.” He simpered. “This week…”.

What followed was almost entirely drivel. For the next half hour, Olag did his best to pay attention as the worthless peons that had flocked to his banner prattled on about court gossip. Olag truthfully didn’t care a whit about who had diddled who, or who had been spreading rumors this week. However, it was important for him to at least pretend that he did. If he wished to retain the support of the merchant faction, then he needed to retain at least the image of cordiality with their scions.

Olag repressed a sigh.

These fops were so tiresome. They crowded around him for attention and praise, when he despised them in his heart. They aped the trappings of nobility after their families had purchased their titles, instead of inheriting them like true nobles. They spent money as if it was water that fell from the heavens in a vain attempt to appear important. Gods, they had even begun to paint their faces in cosmetics in a fruitless attempt to mimic his tattoos. That had irked him when they had first started that. He had made the commitment to permanently mark his face in the traditional manner of the old Kragsdwarves, and these fools thought to mimic him with powders? They likely knew nothing of their history, choosing to dishonor their ancestors so. He’d had to stop himself from challenging the fools.

No doubt Ely knew how much the practice irked him, from the way she had to hide a smile whenever one of the dunces presented themselves to her.

Still, they had their uses.

Olag raised a hand to stop the current fool from rambling on, something about this week’s menu. “Stop. Repeat the last thing you said.” He said commandingly.

The fop stopped speaking to stare at him in surprise. “Ah, about the lobsters, my lord?”

Olag’s eyebrow twitched slightly in annoyance. “No. What were you saying before you began to speak of…the menu?” He finished, unable to stop a hint of distaste from creeping into his tone.

The painted fool cringed slightly before trying to rally himself, unconvincingly. His ‘peers’ watched hungrily, eager for any form of drama. “Ah, I-I was speaking about how that dreadful human knight has been spotted in the library recently?” He asked plaintively.

Olag hummed, leaning back into his chair thoughtfully. Ah, yes. ‘Sir’ Nathan Hart.

Hah.

That had been a very, very interesting series of events. Since the court session nearly a week ago, he’d done his best to keep eyes on the ‘knight’. From what his incompetent spies had told him, he’d spent most of that time either in the royal library or in the presence of Ely. His supposed liege lord, that lumbering oaf Azarus, had been busy with his usual contracts in the city and thus absent from the palace. You would think that a sworn knight would attend to the needs of his master, but no. The human had spent his time in the palace instead.

Olag wondered who he really was. A Herztalian agent of some kind, perhaps? Not everyone possessed either a skill or artifact powerful enough to veil his status, as he had so obviously done. Certainly not a 'low-level' hedge knight of no renown.

Still, let it never be said that Olag of House Savoy couldn't appreciate a good spot of subterfuge among the court. He'd intercepted a missive sent from a spy in the court about the recent going ons. He believed the rat in this case belonged to that Savoy deviant, Magnus. He'd had one of his agents do some careful editing of the message before sending it along its way. After all, if the human 'knight' was pretending to be Azarus's slave, no doubt he was also spying on that feculent toad. He wished him all the luck in that endeavor.

Really, he was almost disappointed in Ely. If she had wanted to insert this ‘Sir’ Hart into her court, she should have thought of a better cover for him. What was more interesting, however, was the role that Azarus was playing in this performance. Whatever could he have done to attract the attention of such a skilled operative?

Olag focused back on the fop in front of him. “Are there any other reported movements concerning Sir Hart?” He asked sharply. At the startled look on some of the faces surrounding him, he reigned his temper in and attempted a smile. “That is, if you’ve heard anything?”

The fool smiled back at him nervously. “A-ah, the only other thing is that I’ve, well, I mean, one of the servants overheard him telling the Prince he was leaving soon?” At Olag’s raised eyebrow, he continued. “Ah, er, apparently Lord Azarus is finished with his business and they’re leaving? Soon?”

“I see,” Olag said quietly. If that buffoon was done collecting the rocks he needed to beat with his hammer, then that must mean that the ‘knight’ was finished with his business as well. Olag felt another surge of irritation with the incompetencies of his so-called spies. If only he had been allowed to bring any of his scouts into the palace, he wouldn’t have needed to rely on these fools for information. Alas, old Morok had ruled long ago that soldiers not under the command of the Prince of Rhoscara were barred from the palace. Ely hadn’t rescinded that order once the old man had carked it and she had risen to power. Honestly, probably a good idea, if not somewhat inconvenient for his purposes.

Olag made a show of nodding thoughtfully at the idiot’s words. “Very well then.” He said, rising to his feet. Everyone else in the room, even the proprietor in the corner, scrambled to copy him. “I believe that we’ve covered everything we need to tonight, my friends. I bid you goodnight.” He finished with a pointed stare at the door.

One by one, the painted fops began to bow in his direction before exiting the room. Before long, the only people left in the room were Olag and the proprietor. He bowed to Olag as well. “If you’ll excuse me, my lord, I’ll have your dinner brought along shortly.” He said nervously. Before he could leave, however, he was stopped by Olag clearing his throat.

“Brightbrew.” Fanziel Brightbrew turned back to face the noble, anxiously. “You should begin looking for a new doorman. I’ll be having a word with Don Thraggec about your…current one.” Olag smiled slightly.

The smile didn’t reach his eyes.

            

    
        Chapter 35 - Greenrise [Vol. 2 Start]

    
    
    
    
                It had been nearly a week since Azarus and I had arrived in Rhoscara at this point, and we were leaving soon. The other day, Azarus had joined Elysael and I for dinner and told us that he had finished his business in the city. It was time to leave.

The morning of our departure from Rhoscara found me leaning up against a tree in the gardens, contemplating the horizon. I hadn’t slept well the night before, and so I’d given it up as a lost cause and came out here for some peace and quiet. Somehow, I had managed to wake up after sunrise every day since I had arrived on this planet, and I was interested to see if it was any different.

It had been a…strange week for me.

After that hectic first day, the rest of my stay in Rhoscara had been completely uneventful. I had spent most of my time either wandering the castle or holed up in the surprisingly public library that it housed. Once I had realized that Language Adaptation also extended to full-length books, I had been incredibly relieved. In retrospect, kind of obvious if I could read the basic signs I’d seen since I arrived on this planet.

The library wasn’t some huge, sprawling complex like I had first thought it would be upon hearing about it. Rather, it was a small series of interconnected rooms that reminded me of a local bookshop from back home. Cozy, rather than colossal. I’d tried to use my time in there to good use. I’d been getting sick of wandering around like a clueless tourist, needing to have basic things explained to me like I was a child. I’d skimmed through a variety of books in the limited amount of time that I had, to the best of my ability. I felt like I had, at the very least, a better grasp on Velancia, Herztal, and the basics of the System.

Herztal…

From what little I’d read, the human kingdom seemed incredibly fractious. It seemed to be divided into numerous little fiefdoms and territories, each with its own ruling noble of some kind. Small disputes and infighting were not uncommon between them, oftentimes verging on outright battle. However, the kingdom was set up in such a way that they all owed their allegiance to a High King, which was advised by a House of Lords. Supposedly, this style of governance was enough to curtail outright war within the Kingdom, but I had my doubts it worked perfectly. Reading between the lines of the treatise I had found, it sounded to me like the House of Lords did most of the actual governing, while the High King made the final decisions. Apparently, the current High King was Otto III, of the Eisenherz dynasty. The book hadn’t been new enough to tell me much about him, however.

Other than burying myself in books or wandering, I’d been able to spend a surprising amount of time with Elysael. I’d found her to be a startlingly down-to-earth person, despite her position. She’d seen how clueless I was in regard to most facets of Velancian society and had taken it upon herself to educate me. Most of the time, those conversations would veer into the direction of history, dwarven or otherwise. She had quite the passion for the subject, it seemed. At the very least, I was never bored when I was essentially hanging out with her. In return, I opened up to her about Earth, which she had been intensely curious about. Strangely, she had been fairly disinterested in my tales of technology from my homelands, while deriving more enjoyment from the society instead. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that someone who was essentially a politician was more interested in that.

In between her duties, we’d taken almost all of our meals together, sans Azarus. I had seen little of him until the other day. We hadn’t even really had much of an opportunity to speak to each other. The one time that I had managed to corner him in order to speak about the developments with my Professions, he’d shushed me and said we shouldn’t talk about anything in Rhoscara. Honestly, I think he was being a little paranoid. It’s not like there were people watching us all the time, or something.

I was snapped out of my contemplation by the sunrise starting in front of me. I have to say, I didn’t expect it to look like it did. Everything else fled from my mind as I watched, entranced.

It was green.

Rather than the typical progression of cool blue night giving way to warm yellow sunlight like back home, the light was green. Slowly, as the sun began to creep over the horizon, emerald green light spilled forth over the curvature of Vereden. It was almost as if the blue of the night sky was mixing with yellow of the sunlight. God, even Vereden’s star looked green as it began to show itself. It was beautiful and fascinating and incredible all at once. It was also entirely alien, to my Terran sensibilities. I couldn’t help a small chill from racing down my spine.

Over the next fifteen minutes, I watched as the sunrise progressed. Slowly, the green tint to the light began to fade, shifting into the more familiar yellow shade of sunlight I’d spent my whole life beneath. I had no idea what had caused that green light. Atmospheric conditions? Was the star itself just weird? Actually just magic? Who knows. Before long, the star had fully cleared the horizon, to cast warm morning rays down upon the planet.

I was snapped out of my sunrise viewing by the sound of boots behind me. Turning around, I saw that Azarus had snuck up on me while holding two mugs of steaming hot liquid. “Hey.” He said to me tiredly, while handing me one of the mugs.

I took it, nodding gratefully to him. Taste-testing it, I found that it was a local blend of tea. I’d gotten familiar with it over the last week and had grown a small taste for it. In the absence of coffee, it was the best I could do.

I decided not to ask Azarus about the sunrise. I somehow doubted that, even if he had answers for me, he would be willing to talk about it while we were still within city limits.

We sat and stood around in silence, respectively, for a few moments before I broke it. “Time yet?” I asked Azarus shortly.

Azarus grunted and shotgunned whatever was left in his mug. “Yeah. Time to get goin’.”

……………………………………..

First, though, we had to say our goodbyes. Azarus had already collected our meager belongings and loaded them into whatever cart we were using to get home. I walked with Azarus through the halls of the palace until we reached the same office where I had first been introduced to Elysael.

You know, the one we trashed.

Miraculously, upon opening the door, it had been completely restored to its former state. To the best of my memory, it looked the exact same as it had before it had been destroyed. Guess that was the power of fuck-off royalty money.

Elysael herself was sitting behind her desk, already knee-deep in reports when Azarus and I entered her office. She must have woken up far before either of us, because there were the remains of a breakfast resting upon a platter off to the side and a cup of tea to her right. At our entrance, she lifted her head and gave the two of us a tired smile.

“Ah, Azarus, Nathan.” She greeted us, rising. “Is it that time already?”

Azarus nodded at her. “Yeah, it is. I want to hit the road early.”

Elysael nodded back at him, understanding. “I see.” She answered quietly. “Well. I wish you, both of you, safe travels. My understanding is that the scouts have reported no undue monster presence between here and Addersfield. It should be an uneventful trip.”

Azarus grunted. For a moment, an almost uncomfortable silence ruled the office. I was both surprised and a little confused, honestly. But thinking on, perhaps I shouldn’t be. Maybe Azarus’d had business in the city during our stay, but that didn’t fully explain his nearly complete absence from the palace. I had barely seen him at all. Perhaps there was some unresolved tension between them?

Probably not my business.

I cleared my throat uncomfortably, causing Elysael's eyes to shift my way. I smiled at her. “Thanks for, you know, everything. I appreciate you letting me stay in the palace during our stay. I honestly enjoyed my time here.”

Elysael’s smile grew a touch more genuine. “It was no problem at all, Nathan. I, too, found myself enjoying your stay. I found our conversations most enlightening.” She stretched one of her hands in my direction. “I truly hope we can meet again, one day. Perhaps after you’ve solved the issue of your current circumstances?”

I stared at her hand for a moment before something I had read this week clicked in my brain. Recalling the book on dwarven customs, I stepped up to Elysael's desk and reached out myself. I firmly grasped Elysa's forearm while she did the same for me. The both of us gave a quick squeeze, before dropping our arms. I stepped back.

“Goodbye, Nathan. May we meet again.” Elysael said, giving me a somewhat melancholy smile and inclining her head.

“I’ll see you around…Ely.” I replied, returning the smile. Her smile widened slightly.

Azarus stepped up then and gruffly stuck his arm out too. Elysael gripped it as well and then repeated the ritual.

“Goodbye, cousin. I hope you find a…way out of your current circumstances as well.” Elysael said evenly.

Azarus’s brow furrowed slightly. “Ah, thanks. See you later, then?” With a final nod to each other, Elysael sat back down while Azarus turned around and strode to the door. Opening it, he stepped outside. I followed him, and with one final look back at Elysael, I shut the door behind us.

Turning in place, I found myself facing Azarus. He was giving me a weird look, with a raised eyebrow.

“What?” I asked him, baffled. He just rolled his eyes at me and shook his head. Pivoting in place, he strode down the hall without answering me. I hurried to catch up to him. “No, seriously, what?”

He didn’t say anything.

……………………………………...

With a grunt, Azarus finished securing the last of the cargo in the cart he had rented. He had explained to me that Gren had already left Rhoscara, and probably wasn’t even back in Addersfield either. As a traveling trader, he could be anywhere in the Principality right now. Azarus had told me that Gren was one of the few people with a wagon that he trusted, and so he had decided to just drive us back to Addersfield himself. The cart he had chosen wasn’t as nice as the one we had taken here either. It wasn’t as big and didn’t have a canvas-covered roof like Gren’s. It was only a two-horse cart as well, so Azarus had told me to expect the trip back to take slightly longer. I was going to be riding up front with him, this time.

Currently, Azarus and I were at the same inspection station that we had gotten off at when we arrived at the city. We had pretty much made a beeline through the city, taking a much shorter and more direct route to the gates than the scenic one a week ago.

Azarus had waved me off when I had offered to him help with the final checks to the cart. Which, you know, I suppose was fair. It’s not like I knew anything about the cargo he was hauling back to Addersfield.

Hearing the crunch of metal-clad boots to my rear, I was surprised to recognize who was approaching me. It was the dwarven captain I had met and come up with the disgraced noble plan before we entered the city. Gastone, I think. He looked just as tired as last time and was carrying a steaming cup of tea, in a mirror of Azarus from earlier. Seeing that I noticed him, he nodded at me.

“Taking off, are you?” He asked me casually.

“Ah, yeah. Heading back to Azarus’s place.” I answered him.

“Hmm.” Gastone took a sip of his tea. “You know, that stunt you pulled in court really got the city whispering. Even started a bit of a trend with the younger, more romantic sorts.”

I was taken aback by that. “What? How?” I asked him, startled.

The captain smirked slightly at my confusion. “Well, some of them started prancing about with decorative collars around their necks and going on about ‘undying loyalty’. Well,” He paused. “Until their parents caught wind of them. They stopped that right quick.”

I could feel my face go red at his words. “Ah,” I said weakly. “That’s…good. That they were stopped.”

He took another sip and grinned at me. “Yeah, you could say that.” He sobered then. “It’s not really something to joke about.”

Turning away from him to watch Azarus, I just nodded wordlessly. Now that I thought about it, this guy was the only other person than Ely that knew I was actually a slave.

“Thanks for your advice,” I said, without turning to face him. “It…worked out. I got what I needed.”

He was silent for a moment. “That’s good.” He said softly. “I’m glad it worked out.”

The both of us grew silent then.

Before long, Azarus had finished with his checks and walked over to the two of us. “Enzo.” He greeted the captain with audibly more enthusiasm in his tone than he’d had with Elysael. He thrust an arm in Gastone’s direction. The captain nodded back at him with a smile and they squeezed forearms once before dropping them. “What brings you out here?”

“Oh, just seeing you off. All of your paperwork is in order, so you can leave at any time.” Captain Gastone answered.

Azarus nodded back at him before sighing. He shifted his shoulders. “Well, that time is now. It was good seeing ya, Enzo. Take care of yourself, yeah?”

“The same to you, my friend. Watch your back.” Gastone replied, with a small note of warning in his voice.

“Hmm,” Azarus said, noncommittedly. With one final pair of goodbyes from the two of them, Azarus walked over to the cart and jumped up into the driver's seat.

“Goodbye, Captain,” I said to him, turning to follow Azarus. I was stopped by the Captain speaking again.

“You should watch your back too, Mr. Hart.” I heard him say. Turning back to him, I saw a serious look on his face. “It’s a dangerous world.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just nodded back at him and finished walking over to the cart. Climbing into the passenger’s seat, I was startled when Azarus handed me a wide-brimmed straw hat. Taking it, I looked at him questioningly.

Azarus smirked back at me. “No fancy roof for you, this time. You’re gonna have to rough it out in the sun with the rest of us.” He pulled out an equally flopped straw hat and jammed it onto his head.

I rolled my eyes at him but put the hat on anyway. I didn’t know if you could still get sunburns with an active Status, but there was no use tempting fate.

With a shout and a snap of his reigns, Azarus got the wagon underway. As we left the city, I turned around one last time to take in the view of Rhoscara.

It really was a beautiful place.

            

    
        Chapter 36 - Family Politics

    
    
    
    
                Azarus and I traveled in companionable silence for most of the first day. We didn’t even really stop in order to have lunch, we only stopped the cart when the sun went down. Once we did, I helped Azarus set up our campsite for the night. Thankfully, Azarus had remembered to buy some camping supplies while back in Rhoscara. I wanted to help him set up the tent he had bought, but I didn’t really know how to set up an old-fashioned tent. I was only familiar with modern ones from back home that essentially snapped into place. I would have ended up just standing around uselessly, but I did know how to make a campfire, so I busied myself doing that instead.

In no time, our campsite was settled for the night. I found myself staring blankly off into the trees off the side of the path, while Azarus poked idly at the fire with a stick. The sun was going down, I noticed, as if from far away. As the sun set through the trees, I leisurely noted that there was no transition into green light at sunset like there was at sunrise. How the hell that worked one way, but not the other, I had no idea. I’d already resolved to ask Grey, or rather Greycton, about it when I got back to Azarus’s place. He could probably explain it better than Azarus.

Speaking of.

I dragged my eyes over to Azarus to see that he was gazing blankly into the fire like I had been with the sunset. “Hey,” I said to him, quietly.

Slowly, he dragged his gaze up to meet mine and blinked at me. He made an inquisitive noise from the back of his throat.

I leaned back onto my hands. “So, what’s up with you and Ely, anyway?”

His eyebrows rose at my question before he sighed. “Eh, it’s not that complicated. Just…family business, y’know?”

I shrugged my shoulders at his deflection. “I’m interested, and I’ll listen. If it’s not too personal, I mean. She seemed all right to me.”

“Yeah, I bet,” Azarus muttered under his breath. He took a deep breath before expelling it. “S’got to do with how I’m not a recognized member of House Florens, all right? My ma was a Florens, but my da was a Savoy. Which makes me a member of House Savoy.” He sighed again. “Relations between ‘em ain’t great, to say the least.”

“All right. What does that have to do with you and Ely?” I asked him patiently.

He switched his gaze to over my head. “We may be blood, but she has more to worry about than me. She’s the Prince now, after all. She can’t just bend over backward to help one family member that’s not even fully recognized. And that’s the problem.” Azarus was quiet for a moment before continuing. “When ma died…da didn’t take it well. He fell into a drunken stupor that lasted years. S’what killed him in the end.”

Hmm. I see.

It didn’t match up completely, but I guess we had some things in common. Even though I wasn’t a dwarven noble.

Whatever.

I let Azarus continue speaking.

“After da died, first I came to live in Rhoscara. Nobody within House Savoy wanted to look after me, not even my glorious uncle, the Prince. Not that I would’ve wanted to.” He spit into the fire. “That didn’t work out, so I left for some more… distant relatives.” He smirked at that, amused for some reason.

“Yeah?” I asked quietly, curious.

“I left for the mountain holds,” Azarus said proudly, thumping his chest. My eyebrows shot up at that. From what I remember of what Gren had told me, that had probably really pissed some people off. On both sides of his family. Azarus grinned at the look on my face. “Oh yeah, the old Jarls made me the dwarf I am today! Everything I know, I owe to them. They taught me how to fight, how to smith, and how to be a ‘real’ dwarf.” He finished, in a mocking tone, still grinning.

“I’m surprised they took you in,” I said to him. “From what I understand, there’s some bad blood.”

“Oh, aye.” Azarus nodded. “Like you wouldn’t believe. But they got a kick out of taking in such a blue-blooded noble brat and trying to indoctrinate him. But we ended up getting along just fine after a while. Wasn’t even any bad blood when I eventually left. Still.” He shrugged. “When I came back, I had to work my way back into the good graces of both families. Because of my da, I’m considered more of a Savoy, and Ely can’t show too much favoritism considering that. Which leads me to the current situation.” His faint grin fell off finally. “She knows I’m in a hard place with the whole Grey thing, and has flat-out told me she can’t do anything to get me out of it. I get it. I do. But that don’t help me. So, I gotta help myself. Like always.”

I let out a breath through my nose. I can see how that would cause some hard feelings on his behalf. I can even see why Ely can’t help him out. With him being a sort of fringe member of the House, and not even a full one, it came down to inter-House politics. She would likely be stepping on a bunch of toes by trying to interfere in another House's internal matters if she helped him. From what I had read about dwarven society, that was almost grounds for war. They were really, absurdly big on House sovereignty when it came to matters like this. I didn’t get it, but I didn’t need to. I wasn’t a dwarf in the end.

“I see,” I said quietly, before nodding at him. “Thanks for telling me. You didn’t have to.”

Azarus looked embarrassed at that. “Ah, don’t worry about it. It’s not a secret. You could probably get the story from plenty of other people.” He stood up at that. “Well, I think it’s about time you hit the hay.”

I stood up for a moment before pausing as I registered his words. “I should hit the hay? Not you?”

Azarus nodded. “Yeah, I’ll take first watch tonight. I’ll wake you up later, and you can take second. We’ll switch off tomorrow.”

Oh, right. This wagon wasn’t warded like Gren’s was.

I nodded at Azarus, slightly uneasy. “Well, goodnight then,” I told him before retreating to the tent. Slipping into my bedroll inside, I tried not to think about monster attacks. Before long, I fell into an uneasy sleep.

……………………………………..

The trip back to Addersfield took a bit longer than it had leaving it. We added on another day to the journey, bringing it up to five days versus four. It was a bit more exciting as well, as we actually did get attacked by monsters this time. On the second day of our trip during our lunch, what looked like a feral goat charged out of the bush at us. Bleating and snarling, it looked crazed, with rolling red eyes. Observe told me it was a level five “Wooly Rascal”, but I didn’t get a chance to do much more than that.

With barely anything more than an annoyed glance, Azarus had hurled the spoon he’d been using to eat his oatmeal at the monster. The utensil had spun through the air with unerring accuracy and messily sliced the top of the goat’s skull off, horns and all. I had been so shocked by the sudden attack that I could do nothing but gape at the scene, a spoonful of my own oatmeal dripping in front of my face. Azarus hadn't cared about it at all though, and just retrieved his spoon and finished his lunch. Thankfully, he wiped his spoon down first.

The second time apparently happened while I was sleeping, and Azarus was on his watch. I didn’t hear anything during the attack and didn’t learn until we were back on track the fourth day of travel. He didn’t even tell me what had attacked us, just off-handedly mentioned it during idle conversation.

The people of this planet were really desensitized to the possibility of monster attack, I guess.

The fifth day of travel saw us traveling through familiar woodland. I could tell that we were getting closer to Addersfield. I could recognize some of the landmarks from when we had left. Before long, maybe about midday, I could see the fields. Exchanging a glance with Azarus, I nodded at him and climbed over the back of the seat of the cart, and sat down among the crates. It wouldn’t do for me to be seen sitting with my ‘master’ after all, as if I was an equal or something.

As we exited the forest road and entered the path that wound through the fields to the town, I glanced around, discomforted. It had been a while since I’d seen any of my fellow slaves, and the sight of so many toiling in the fields troubled me.

My eye caught something unusual as I panned my eyes around. Strangely, there was a dwarf out in the fields as well. I couldn’t pretend that I knew what it was like out in the fields all the time, but from my experience and from what I had seen and heard, that almost never happened. Maybe he was subbing in as an overseer or something? Even stranger, he wasn’t watching any of the slaves around him.

He was watching us.

The dwarf, dressed in the armor of one of the town guards, was staring intently at our wagon. It was hard to make out from the distance between us, but he also looked like he had his hand to his mouth. Something about that struck me as strange, but I didn’t know why. Still, I could feel a sense of unease creep down my spine. I tried to shake it off, and tore my gaze away from the dwarf.

After perhaps a half hour, we had made our way through the fields and reached the gates of Addersfield. Like always, there were two of the town guards out front, on either side of the large wooden gate.

Even though they had to have seen us, they weren’t looking at us. Azarus slowed the cart in front of the gates and waited for a moment.

The guards continued to not acknowledge us.

After a minute, Azarus spoke up. “Oi.”

The guards stared at a distant point on the horizon, silent.

I heard Azarus hop down from the cart. Curious, I sat up on my knees and looked over the driver's bench. Azarus was striding over to the guard on the left, visibly annoyed. “OI!” He said in the guard's face, raising his voice.

The guard finally turned his eyes to meet Azarus’s. Even from where I was, I could see the regret in them. “Apologies, Lord Azarus.” He muttered.

Azarus visibly tensed up. He whipped his head around to look at me.

Our eyes met.

His were filled with panic.

Before Azarus had a chance to do anything, the gates in front of me began to groan open. Azarus’s face took a grim countenance, and he turned to face them. I turned to watch as well.

As the gates opened, I could see that there was a crowd on the other side gathered. All of them were part of the town guard. There must have been at the very least thirty of them gathered in front of us, all of them standing at attention. To a one, their hands rested on their sheathed swords, ready to draw in an instance.

Azarus stood up to his full height, but lowered his head as if he was a bull about to charge. Slowly, ponderously, he began to march in order to stand before the large group of guards. “What is the meaning of this?” He asked commandingly in a menacing tone, somehow projecting his voice throughout the gate square.

None of the guards answered him.

Someone else did instead.

“Why, it’s a welcoming ceremony, dear cousin.” A mocking voice called out from behind the group of guards. Wordlessly, without being commanded to, the mass of guards shifted to reveal the owner of the voice.

Magnus.

            

    
        Chapter 37 - Welcoming Ceremony

    
    
    
    
                My breath hitched in my chest. Oh…fuck. What the hell was he doing here?

Lord Magnus of House Savoy was much as I remembered him to be. Dark of hair and beard, both were worn long and elaborately styled. Shorter than Azarus, he was dressed in fancy-looking green and gold robes, complete with a fucking mantle. Even from where I knelt in the wagon, I could see the malevolent glint in his pale, golden eyes.

Azarus took a deep breath before speaking. “I…appreciate it, cousin.” He said between gritted teeth. “But I don’t need one. I’d prefer to just get back home after my long trip.”

Magnus chuckled to himself in the dead silence of the square, before walking forward to stand an arm’s length before Azarus. He shook his head. “Oh no, I don’t think so. After all, I wouldn’t want to be seen as unwelcoming, would I? No, no, that wouldn’t do at all.” He paused for a moment before meeting Azarus’s eyes. “I couldn’t possibly be seen to be less welcoming of my blood than that Florens harlot.”

That made Azarus tense up even more and take a step forward to Magnus. Before he could take more than a single step, however, every guard in the square reacted. All of them reached for their weapons at once, creating a cacophony of clanging armor. Azarus paused while Magnus barely reacted, beyond a slight widening of his smile.

“Oh yes.” Magnus nearly purred. “I heard about your grand entrance to Rhoscara.”

I felt the blood drain from my face, leaving me feeling light-headed. He knew about that? He knew about the whole scene in Elysael’s throne room?

But…

That was where I had boasted about not having a complete slave bond…

While I was panicking, Magnus had continued speaking. “I have to say, cousin, I didn’t know you had it in you. I’ve always thought you were too unspeakably dull to conduct such an act before a court. However…” He suddenly lurched forward closer to Azarus. “I DON’T APPRECIATE YOU STEPPING ON MY TOES!” Magnus screamed, an inch away from his face.

Stepping back and straightening his clothes, Magnus wasn’t smiling anymore. “You know I’m using those filthy knife ears to supply the slaves I need.” He hissed. “Father won’t send any more, and I don’t have the coin to buy them at market rate. I will not be denied my entertainment if I’m to be consigned to this filthy backwater.”

Wait, what?

He was only pissed about the elf thing?

From where I knelt, I could see that Azarus was slightly confused as well.

Magnus must have noticed as well, because he sneered. “Oh, do wipe that pathetic look off your face. There’s no use pretending innocence in this matter. My agent in that strumpet’s court supplied me with a full transcript of your so-called ‘welcoming ceremony’. I know all about how you flounced around that dingy little hall, practically weeping about the poor humes being enslaved at the border. How the nasty knife ears have been snatching up the peasants, and how you supposedly drove them off.” He threw up his hands in frustration. “Father expressly forbade such interference! How did those gullible dunces fall for such drivel!”

Azarus glanced over at me while Magnus was throwing a temper tantrum. I think we had both realized what was happening by now. Somehow, Magnus had either received wrong information, or his information had been doctored before he had received it. Everything that I had done in court was being attributed to Azarus instead, excluding everything to do with me. I tried to hide the relief on my face. Azarus smirked at me slightly before blanking his face and turning back to face Magnus.

“As it is,” Magnus continued after calming down, glowering at Azarus. “I intercepted a report that the band of rabid dogs I’d contracted have been driven deeper into the Barren Forest by Rhoscaran troops. So, how do you intend to atone for your actions?”

Azarus was silent for a moment. “I’ve made my stance on slavery quite clear in the pa-” He tried to say evenly.

Magnus interrupted him with a sharp gesture. “Spare me from your bleeding heart, fool. I don’t care.” Suddenly, Magnus turned to face me where I knelt in the back of the wagon. “Besides, your stance has clearly changed. You’ve been gallivanting around with this cattle for some time now. I’ve no idea how you smuggled it into the city, wearing one of my collars.” He said, striding over to the wagon. In one smooth motion, Magnus jumped up onto the drivers bench that I was kneeling behind, in order to stare down at me. I flinched away from his stare, lowering my head in the way I’d learned to act as a slave. “Well, slave? How did my cretin of a cousin hide your presence in the most vehemently anti-slavery city in the Principality?”

I flicked my eyes up to meet his briefly, only to lower them again at the disdain I found there. I worked my mouth soundlessly for a moment, shaking my head. I didn’t know what to say.

He didn’t like that.

In a movement faster than I could follow, Magnus darted a hand out and grabbed me by my hair. I cried out in pain as he lifted me effortlessly and dangled me off the side of the wagon, shaking me by my hair. “Answer me, maggot!” He barked.

I scrabbled at the arm holding me fruitlessly, barely able to think through the pain of my entire body weight being held up only by my hair. “I don’t know! I don’t know!” I cried out.

“Magnus!” I heard Azarus bellow off to my right. “Put him down!”

Magnus looked over his shoulder and sneered. “Well, if you insist.” With a heave, Magnus swung me around and tossed me as if I was a sack. I flew through the air, flailing in panic, only to crunch into the dirt at Azarus’s feet on my left side. The impact stunned me, driving all the air out of my lungs. I felt large hands on my shoulders that then rolled me onto my back. Above me Azarus was trying to say something with a worried look on his face, but my ears were ringing too loud to understand him. Azarus looked to my left side and grimaced. Sluggishly, I swiveled my head to follow his gaze and saw my left arm.

Oh.

That was a bone.

The fall onto my left side must have badly broken my upper left arm about midway down. Underneath my arm, I could see a grey protrusion of stone sticking up out of the earth. I had landed right on it. The bloody, broken end of my left humerus was poking through the skin in a gruesome manner. Suddenly, the pain of the break hit me all at once and I let out a strangled cry. Instinctively, I tried to grip my left arm with my right, only to flinch away at the heightened pain. I began to hyperventilate, my vision narrowing.

Abruptly, I felt hands grasp my head and drag my gaze up. Azarus met my gaze with grim determination. “Can you hear me?”

I stared at him blankly for a moment. Fighting through the pain, I shakily nodded at him.

“I need to set the arm,” Azarus told me soberly.

I felt animal panic grab hold of me at the thought and began to struggle weakly against his hold.

“Calm down. Calm down!” Azarus raised his voice, trying to fight through my panic. “I have a healing potion, and it’ll be over quick. It won’t heal the break completely, but it needs to be done or you’ll bleed out.”

In a haze of pain, I didn’t even register Azarus’s words for a moment. Finally, I registered what he had said. “O-okay.” I said, weakly.

Taking a deep breath, Azarus looked around for a moment. Reaching over, he grabbed a stick out of the dirt off to his right. “Bite down on this.” He told me grimly, putting the stick up to my mouth. “I’ll go on the count of one.”

Craning my neck up shakily, I bit down on the stick, dimly aware of the taste of dust in my mouth now. I nodded at him, barely able to focus.

Azarus nodded back at me and then reached down to grab my left shoulder with his left hand, and my arm with his right. His grasp sent a fresh new wave of pain through my body. The stick muffled my moan. “Alright.” He said ominously. “Three-”

Suddenly, in a brutal move, Azarus yanked on my arm below the break, hard. Then, he immediately shoved downwards on the bone protruding through my skin, causing it to slip back inside. The entire time, I was blinded by excruciating pain, nearly blacking out. Through a haze, I felt a hand grab the stick out of my mouth and shove a bottle up against my lips. I was barely aware of this, so I couldn’t make myself drink it. I felt my head being tilted backward, and then a cool liquid poured down my throat.

I laid there, insensate for a while. Gradually, I became aware the pain was starting to dull. Where before it was agonizing, easily the worst pain of my life, it slowly became bearable. But it didn’t completely go away. My arm was still on fire, it just wasn’t screaming at me like before. I opened my eyes, unaware that I’d closed them in the first place, to find Azarus hovering over me anxiously. I blinked slowly at him.

“How do you feel?” He asked me, concerned.

I tried to take a deep breath, only to break into a coughing fit. “I-” I started haltingly. “I don’t-”

“As touching as this whole scene has been.” I heard a sarcastic voice speak off to the side. “We’re not done here, cousin.”

Azarus’s face hovering about me own hardened. Slowly, he straightened up to face Magnus. I sluggishly turned my head to face him as well, still laying in the dirt.

“No,” Azarus said quietly, menacingly. “I think we are. We’re leaving.” He visibly dismissed Magnus, and turned back around to help me sit up. As I did, I let out a hiss of pain. My arm was still on fire, but it didn’t feel like it was still completely broken at least. Once I was on my feet, Azarus slung my right arm over his shoulder to support my weight. It was probably the only way I was going to be able to walk, with how weak I still felt.

“Don’t you dare…” I heard Magnus say behind us, in a rising tone. “TURN YOUR BACK ON ME! STOP HIM!”

Two of the armor-clad town guards stepped in front of us, their swords still barred from earlier. This time, those swords were raised directly toward us.

Azarus stopped, tensing up. All I could do was hang off his shoulder, a cold sweat rolling down my back. Slowly, Azarus turned the two of us to face Magnus again.

The look on his face chilled me. His aristocratic, dwarven features were twisted into a mad rictus of hate. He was baring his teeth at us like he was an animal, with a crazed glint in his gleaming golden eyes. “I am your LORD!” He howled at us. “That is my PROPERTY you are carrying!”

Azarus ignored him, cutting his eyes to take in the guards that had slowly surrounded us. They had encircled us, weapons barred. I could see him visibly weighing our, or rather his, odds against them. By the grim set to his face, they weren’t great. He cut his eyes back to Magnus. “What do you want.” He said stonily, more a statement than a question.

“What do I want, what do I want.” Magnus mocked, still sneering at us. “I want to not be sentenced to this pathetic backwater, with its backward peasants. Alas, I need to suffer this hovel for a while longer. So, I’ll need to manufacture my own entertainment. Do you care for this slave, cousin? Have you, perhaps, grown attached?” He said, a horrible smile stealing across his face.

Alarm was growing on Azarus’s face. “Magnus, don’t.” He said, almost pleadingly.

Judging by the glee in Magnus’s eyes, he didn’t care. Slowly, he lifted a hand to point directly in our direction. Specifically, at me. “Take him.” He commanded the guards. “It’s time for a hunt.”

            

    
        Chapter 38 - Stone Broken

    
    
    
    
                Azarus’s whole body tensed. His arm thrown across my shoulders began to feel more like a steel bar. Whatever he was planning on, he didn’t get the chance to act on it.

The guards advanced on us with startling speed.

One of the guards lunged at us once in range, arm outstretched. At the same time, Azarus first yanked his arm from around my shoulder and shoved me behind him. Then, he met the lunge of the guard with one of his own. In one smooth, practiced motion, he set his stance and grabbed the outstretched arm of the dwarven guard, and threw him. The armor-clad guard flew through the air, clanging all the while, before impacting the dirt with a crash. The entire exchange only took a few seconds.

I blinked.

Azarus reset his stance, feet shoulder-width apart, knees bent, and back slightly hunched. His arms were curled out to his sides, with his hands curled into pseudo-claws.

The rest of the guards halted their advance, wary to approach.

Someone clad in armor, not one of the town guards, stepped out of the crowd to advance on our position. After a moment, I actually recognized him. This was the guard that had been accompanying Magnus, the day that he had bought me. He was still wearing the same nearly ornamental silver and gold armor, wearing a similarly gaudy green and gold tabard with the image of a rearing bull on the front. Azarus must have recognized him as well, because I saw his back tense up even more.

“Cease this foolishness, boy.” A voice rang out from the helm. Whoever was in that tin can almost sounded bored of the situation. He didn’t even seem threatened, standing almost casually with one hand resting on the pommel of his sheathed sword.

Azarus let out an even breath. “Can’t do that, Stonebreaker.”

The knight, Stonebreaker apparently, sighed. “It’s just a slave.” He said dismissively. “There are over a hundred of them in this settlement alone. If you need another after this one is used up, I’m sure you can find another.”

Azarus didn’t answer, still standing protectively in front of me.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Stonebreaker said derisively. “You brought this on yourself.”

I couldn’t track what happened next. One moment Stonebreaker was standing about twenty feet away from us nonchalantly. The next, Azarus was doubled over in pain, with the fist of the armor-clad dwarven knight buried in his stomach, right where the diaphragm of a dwarf must be.

I…guess that Azarus couldn’t track him either.

Azarus fell to his knees, clutching his injured chest. I stood behind him gormlessly, still clutching my injured arm.

One of the guards approached the knight. “Thanks, Stonebreaker. I don’t know how we were going to-”

The guard was interrupted by Stonebreaker. Specifically, by being backhanded halfway across the clearing by the knight. He didn’t even turn to face the guard that he had struck. “That’s ‘Sir’ Stonebreaker to you maggots. Don’t forget that.” He said contemptuously. “What are you waiting for? Restrain them.”

The guards hurried to obey him. Two of them grabbed the weakened Azarus by his arms and hauled him to his feet, while one approached me. I tried to back away, but I wasn’t quick enough to stop him from roughly grabbing me and pinning my arms behind my back. The guard’s move agitated my previously broken arm, causing both it and me to cry out in pain. Both of us were hauled in front of Magnus, who had been watching the entire scene with a sick sense of glee. 

He tsked at Azarus, faux shaking his head. “Now what did that accomplish, cousin? Look at you now.” Turning away from the two of us, he pointed at a handful of guards who were standing off to the side. They visibly straightened up at his scrutiny. “Go round up a few strong-looking slaves, and bring them to the back clearing. Now.”

The guards saluted at him in the dwarven manner and hurried off to do his bidding.

“Wait.” Azarus struggled to say, hoarsely. He lifted his head sluggishly.

Magnus paused, turning back to Azarus. He smirked at him. “Oh? Do you have something to say, cousin?”

“If,” Azarus said, breathing heavily between every word. “You’re going…to do this…at least…let him have…a weapon…”

Magnus laughed at him, shaking his head. “I’m not going to waste a perfectly good weapon on a slave of all things.” He said, still chuckling. He turned to Stonebreaker, who had been standing off his right. “What about you? Are you going to give the cattle your sword?”

The knight’s helmet-clad head turned to face Magnus slightly. “No.” He said with finality.

“In…the cart…spear…” Azarus managed to wheeze out.

That caused Magnus to raise an eyebrow. He flicked a hand out at another guard after a moment. The guard holding me released my arms and hurried to obey the dwarven lord to rummage around in the cart for my spear. I staggered under my own weight for a moment, weakened from my injury before finding my footing. Shortly thereafter, the guard jogged back over to Magnus, spear in hand. He wordlessly handed it to him and then stepped back into the crowd of other guards instead of grabbing me again. Magnus looked over the weapon he had just been handed with a sneer.

“Your work, I’m assuming?” He asked Azarus contemptuously. “I recognize the plebian style.”

Azarus didn’t answer, somehow still struggling to breathe.

Magnus suddenly smirked. “Hmph. Well, this just won’t do.” He said, holding the spear aloft. “After all, this slave is injured, isn’t he? You need two functioning arms to use a spear.”

Uh, I mean, that wasn’t technically true. I could probably still use the spear with one arm fucked like this. It’s not like the spear Azarus had given me was a pike or something.

A few of the guards exchanged glances as well, while Stonebreaker audibly sighed inside his helmet.

Magnus either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “No, no, no. This won’t do at all.” In a sudden move, he gripped the spear with both hands and brought the shaft of the spear down upon his knee. With an audible crack, the spear splintered in half just below the point of the spear. He tossed the broken shaft off to the side, before holding up the blade. It only had a few inches of haft left, sticking out of the bottom of the socket. “A dagger suits a slave better, I feel.”

Azarus stared up at Magnus, despair creeping onto his face.

With a smirk, Magnus threw the ‘dagger’ at my feet. I just stared down at it blankly for a moment, before looking back up at Magnus. His smirk shifted to a scowl.

“Are you going to scorn my generosity, slave?” He growled, threateningly.

I didn’t even know what was going to happen to me, but I guess I should take my new ‘weapon’. It probably wasn’t anything good. I bent down to pick it up, careful of the splintered end. When I looked up, Magnus had turned away from me.

“Well, time to get this show on the road,” Magnus said, wicked delight in his voice.

……………………………………..

The guards marched Azarus and I through town, and along the side path that I was familiar with by now. Before long, we had passed right by the path that led to Azarus’s house. I couldn’t help a longing glance in that direction.

Strangely, Azarus was still hunched over, gasping for breath as we were both marched along the path. The guards had stopped manhandling us by this point, assured we were cowed. I sidled up to Azarus, keeping a wary eye on them anyway.

“You okay?” I whispered to him.

Azarus cast a side eye at me between labored breaths. “I’ll be fine.” He wheezed. “Stonebreaker just has some strong afflictions, that’s all. Ya should worry about yourself.”

I furrowed my brow. “What’s going on? What’s a hunt?” I said to him, careful to keep my voice down.

Azarus opened his mouth to answer but was interrupted.

“Quiet.” Someone said behind us. I started, turning my head slightly to see who had spoken. It was ‘Sir’ Stonebreaker, which surprised me. Somehow, he had snuck up on us in full armor. “If you ruin the boy's fun, I’m the one who’s going to have to listen to his whining.”

Azarus turned to face Stonebreaker and glowered at him. “Fuck you, Vincenzo Stonebreaker. You know this shite is evil just as well as I do.”

The knight just hummed noncommittedly. “Maybe. But I don’t care. The Prince ordered me to obey his son, and that’s what I’ll do. That’s what loyalty is.” He said pointedly.

“Piss on your loyalty,” Azarus grunted.

Stonebreaker didn’t reply. He just kept walking behind us at a steady pace. I guess he was our watcher. Or rather, Azarus’s watcher.

Azarus looked back over at me and worked his jaw for a moment. A resigned, almost defeated look fell over his face before he shook his head at me slightly. “You’ll see.” He said quietly, almost ashamed.

The rest of our walk along the path was spent in silence. I kept a white-knuckled grip upon the ‘dagger’ that Magnus had given me, trying to keep myself calm. I was sure that whatever was going to happen to me wasn't going to be pleasant.

Before long, we had exited the path out into the small backyard of Magnus’s manor. I could see that across the clearing, the guards at the back gate clearly hadn’t been prepared to see their liege-lord. Much less the large party that was following him. Magnus just strutted across the clearing as if he owned it. Which, I guess he did.

He didn’t even need to say anything to the guards, they just moved to immediately open the gate as we drew nearer to it. Without even glancing at them, Magnus strode through the gate, everyone else following him. Once everyone had passed the gates, he glanced around and frowned in irritation.

“Where are those fools?” Magnus muttered to himself audibly, tapping his foot in impatience.

Everyone in the clearing beyond the gate stood around awkwardly in silence, while Magnus began to get more and more annoyed. We must have been waiting around for nearly five minutes before someone cleared their throat nervously behind me. Craning my head slightly, and seeing that everyone else did the same, I could see that it was one of the guards. He was pointing a finger over his shoulder in an awkward, anxious manner.

“Ah, my lord?” The guard said uneasily. He fidgeted when Magnus turned around to glare at him. “They’re here.”

Following his thumb, I could see three guards just exiting the same path that we had.

They were herding three other slaves, all of them male. All of them whipcord thin, and emaciated. All of them visibly terrified.

I guess they knew what was coming.

I could see Magnus smile malevolently out of the corner of my eye. “Excellent.”

Once the guards had prodded the other slaves into the clearing with us, Magnus turned to face me and crooked a finger. Before I could even think about disobeying, one of the guards shoved me. I stumbled forward, almost tripping and falling on my face. When I found my feet again, I discovered that I had been forced to the front of the group. Right next to the rest of the slaves. They didn’t even look at me, too busy watching Magnus with wide, frightened eyes.

Speaking of, Magnus spread his arms wide and fixed a manic grin on his face. “Welcome, slaves! To my little monthly hunt!” He cackled. “While I recognize you three sorry ingrates, there’s a newer slave in our lot! I’m sure you know what this is, but I doubt the new cattle does.”

The other slaves didn’t even turn to look at me they were so petrified.

Magnus snorted. “Here’s what’s going to happen. You four,” He said, pointing at us. “Are going to enter the forest. But, you see, you’re not going to be doing any traditional hunting, oh no. Rather, you’re going to be the ones that are hunted. Not by anyone here, of course. We’re not savages after all.” He broke into a chuckle.

The guards broke into an uneasy, forced chuckle as well. As for me, I felt a chill down my spine and tried to fight a sense of growing panic.

“You see, you’re going to be hunted by the monsters that are lurking just beyond the wards.” Magnus continued after he stopped chuckling. “Your job is to herd the monster that hunts you back to this clearing so that I can kill it. After all, I need to continue getting levels somehow, don’t I?” He chuckled again, shaking his head. When he finished, he held up a finger. “However! There are rules to this little hunt. Firstly, you need to herd a monster back that is actually worth my time to kill. After all, it’s not like I’m going to get much Aether from some piddly level-five monster, now, am I? Secondly, there is a time limit to this hunt. You have until sundown to successfully herd a monster back to me.”

Magnus looked up at the sky, shading his eyes with his right hand.

“That might just be a little under six hours, I believe.” He looked back at us. “Now, ‘Lord Magnus’, you must be thinking, ‘how am I supposed to do that when my Virtues and Skills are suppressed? We can’t even use Observe to tell what monster is good enough!’. Well, that’s just not my problem, now, is it? Because here’s the final rule. If you don’t succeed, you die.” He smiled, almost benevolently at us. “If you herd a substandard monster back here, you die. If you don’t complete your task in the allotted time, you die. If you try to run and never return, well, you get the idea. And that’s all thanks to what I have right here.” He finished, drawing a polished slate of black stone from an inner pocket in his robe.

I furrowed my brow seeing it. I swear to God, it looked similar to a tablet computer from back home. It wasn’t, I know, as it was very obviously stone. But the resemblance was there.

Azarus audibly grunted in disgust at the sight of the stone tablet. “Swiped that from Orin, did you?”

His words made Magnus smirk, but he didn’t acknowledge them beyond that. “With the press of a rune on this slate, I can kill any one of you instantaneously. And the beautiful part? I don’t know how you’ll die. Every slave I own is fitted with a collar that has a random death enchantment on it. Poison, beheading, or even explosions, I truly can’t tell which you have. But you’ll be dead all the same, so I suggest you try hard.”

When Magnus finished, he made a motion to the guards. The guards that had been looming over us four slaves stepped back. I never took my eyes off Magnus, however. He had stepped to the side and made an almost sweeping bow in the direction of the forest. When he straightened back up, he found that we hadn’t moved an inch. He raised a mocking eyebrow in our direction.

“Well? If I were you, I’d get to it. You don’t have all day, you see.” Magnus said tauntingly.

None of us moved for another moment before one of the other slaves took an unsteady step forward. As if he had broken something that was holding the others back, the other two slaves broke out into unsteady and panicked runs in the direction of the forest. Nearly tripping over his own feet, the last slave took off into a stumbling run of his own.

I just stared disbelievingly at Magnus for a moment, before a shout broke me out of my stupor.

“Go!” I heard Azarus cry out behind me. “He’s not joking! Go!”

Nearly out of instinct, I broke out into a run of my own, as if I was a rabbit startled by a gunshot. By the time I had crossed half of the clearing, I was full-on sprinting. Before long, I had reached the tree line. Risking a glance back over my shoulder, I somehow caught Azarus’s eyes over the distance. He mouthed something to me, but I couldn’t quite make it out.

Resigned to my fate, I turned back around and entered the forest.

            

    
        Chapter 39 - The Hunt Begins

    
    
    
    
                I sprinted through the forest for perhaps five minutes before I started to slow down. Coming to a stop, I hunched over and put my hands on my knees in order to catch my breath. But I was fighting something else that was making me breathe hard, and that was my own panic. My breaths came in harsh gasps even though I had recovered from my mad dash through the underbrush of this damn monster-infested forest. Fuck.

Fuck fuck fuck.

Get it together, dumbass. You didn’t have time to have a panic attack.

Casting a wild eye up through the treetops, I tried to get a handle on the time. The canopy wasn’t too thick where I was, and I was still able to see sunlight. I couldn’t see the position of the sun though, so I could only guesstimate. Midday-ish? Maybe? So like Magnus had said, I maybe had six hours at the absolute most in order to find a high-level monster in this hellhole, survive its attack, and somehow lead it back to the back gate so that fucking psycho could kill it.

All right then. Work with what you got.

I was still wearing the traveling clothes that I had been gifted back in Rhoscara by Ely before I had left. They were higher quality than the slave clothes I had been given by Azarus. They included a good pair of leather boots, so that was a stroke of luck. Perfect for tromping through the brush.

But that was about it, other than my new ‘dagger’.

I hadn’t expected to need anything when we woke up this morning, and I’d been advised by Azarus to not wear anything fancy when we got back to Addersfield. Couldn’t have a slave wearing anything nice, after all. I didn’t have any food on me, and more importantly, I didn’t have water. I hoped my energy held up.

No other tools on me, either. I was lucky to have the spearhead, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to thank Magnus for that. My brief experiences in the scouts when I was a kid told me that having anything with a blade on it was a huge boon to survival. Thank fuck that Azarus had spoken up. I would have appreciated having the spear more, but at this point, I would take what I could get.

So, how was I going to do this?

First, I needed to find a monster. It had to be a strong one, too. I hadn’t thought to Observe Magnus to tell what level he was, but something told me it wouldn’t have mattered if I had. He was assuredly much higher than me, so it would have just shown up as question marks. So how strong was he, then? What would constitute a good enough monster? I wracked my brain to try and remember if Azarus had ever said anything. The only thing that came to mind was Azarus mentioning that he was over a hundred levels above me, and that Magnus was jealous of Azarus for being higher level than him. So, fucking anywhere between level four and one hundred and four? Great.

Last time we were in this forest, Azarus had told me that the further you went into the forest, the stronger and higher level the monsters became. We’d meandered not far from the clearing, maybe about fifteen minutes run from the clearing. That had netted us monsters that were around the level five to six range. I needed to go much farther than that if I wanted to find something strong enough. Damnit, I just had to hope I could survive long to reach that area, and then survive the stronger monster as well.

I needed to get moving, fast. I had no time to take it slow through this forest, and I didn’t have time to care if the weaker monsters around my level tried to attack me. Hopefully, I could just run from them. I let out a shuddering breath at that. I hadn’t done so hot, fighting a monster entirely on my own last time. This time, I had to suck it up. If I had to fight something, I had to make the first move. I had to be aggressive if I was going to survive this.

Standing up from the hunched-over position I’d been in while my thoughts raced, I slapped my cheeks to psych myself up. Luckily, I didn’t stab myself in the face with the spear blade I was still clutching in my right hand.

I could do this, I could do this, I could do this.

Digging my feet into the loam beneath me and getting into a runner’s stance, I tensed my whole body. At an unseen signal, I took off.

Deeper into the forest.

……………………………………...

I was running through the forest for maybe ten minutes, doing my best to dodge roots and branches in my path, when I ran into my first problem.

Something was crashing through the brush behind me. Chasing me.

Making sure there was nothing coming up, I risked a quick glance behind me. I made sure not to stop running, though.

Fuck. Yeah, that was a monster, all right. I couldn’t get a good look at it through the brush, but there was something audibly panting as it chased me. I threw out a quick Observe, hoping it could track whatever it was even though I couldn’t




	Name
	Scrappy Warg Runt



	Level
	8



	Age
	3 weeks



	Species
	Monster



	Abilities
	Lunge






Lunge?

Seconds after I noticed that, a large wolf-like creature shot out of the brush behind me, like an arrow out of a bow. Its large, bearish jaws were wide open and dripping. My eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets from where I had been looking over my shoulder.

Something strange happened then.

As if I was moving in a daze, I stopped on a dime, transferring all my forward momentum onto my right heel. I spun around quickly, crouching slightly in the same movement. As the Warg flew through the air at me, it felt like the world had slowed to a crawl. I must have been the one moving, but it didn’t feel like it. I watched as my arm raised my dagger to point above me, and as the Warg descended on my position.

The world sped back up. With a crash, the Warg fell onto my blade. At the same time, I shoved the monster off to the side so it didn’t pin me. I stayed crouched for a moment, watching the monster that was lying off to the side. I needn’t have bothered though, as it was clearly dead. It wasn’t moving, or even breathing anymore. Like most monsters I had seen die though, it wasn’t bleeding. As if to punctuate my observation, the Warg puffed into greasy black smoke, leaving behind a tiny, grain-sized gem.

I blinked.

Slowly, I rose my crouch and furrowed my brow. Looking down at my hands and the dagger clutched in one, I contemplated what I had just done.

Well. That had gone way better than the first time I had fought a monster by myself.

Where did that come from? I’d never shown that kind of combat prowess before. It’s not like anything had changed since the last time I’d gotten into a fight, back when I’d gotten my ass kicked by the Blade-Rack Hart. The last time I’d checked my Status, I hadn’t noticed anything that could cause this.

Huh.

I shook it off. I didn’t have the time to be woolgathering. I only had a handful of more hours to get Magnus’s sadistic task done. I didn’t give much of a shit about the monster core that it had dropped. It’s not like I had anywhere to put them after all. These pants didn’t have pockets, and I didn’t have a bag on me. Casting one last puzzled glance back at the spot the Warg had died, I took off back into the forest again.

This time, I was more confident about my chances. Maybe I really could do this after all.

……………………………………..

I had several more chances to test that confidence, as I made my way deeper into the forest. Two more times I ended up fighting and killing monsters again, both of them Wargs as well. The first one repeated the same strategy of the Warg I had killed earlier. I’d killed it pretty much the same way, by letting it fall on my dagger during its lunge. I didn’t stick around to watch it puff into smoke, I just took off again after retrieving my knife.

The second one, I ended up being the one to ambush it. I had been sprinting along through the forest, when I saw another one of the Warg Runts directly in my path. I noticed it first and made a split-second decision to try and copy its own tactics. In moments, I was upon it before it could detect me. Taking a running jump, I had pretty much tackled the weird bear-wolf from behind. The Warg had been too stunned by my tackle and hadn’t reacted in time to save itself from being shanked. Unfortunately, I didn’t get off of the monster in time to avoid a face full of greasy, foul-smelling smoke. I barely avoided vomiting on the newly revealed monster core beneath me.

Lesson learned, I guess. Even if I had grown more confident in my combat ability, don’t tackle monsters unless you want to inhale smoke that’ll make you dry heave.

Other than those two, I didn’t hear or see any more monsters. I found it slightly odd that I didn’t fight anything other than Wargs, though.

I must have been outright sprinting through the forest for most of an hour when I finally noticed the changes in the forest around me. They’d been so gradual during my run that my adrenaline-flooded brain didn’t realize them until they were unmistakable. I slowed down gradually until I had stopped completely to take them in. Casting my head around, I couldn’t help a sense of foreboding from falling over me.

The forest had grown visibly darker.

I’m not just talking about the amount of visible light, although that had reduced significantly as well. While the canopy in this area was denser and blocked out more light, it still seemed darker than it should have. It was nearly dark enough in here to be poorly mistaken for nighttime. I say poorly, because the overall effect was as if there was a filter over the forest obscuring the visible light. The overall effect was similar to a terribly done effect from old movies back home called ‘day for night’, when the movie would be filmed during the day with blue filters in order to simulate actual nighttime.

Seeing something like that in real life was bizarre.

That wasn’t the only thing though, as the actual forest seemed…twisted somehow. The trees were gnarled, with darker and more vicious-looking foliage now. The brush was denser, and cruel as well, with far more barbs and hooks on them. It was quiet, too. As had been explained to me before, animals and monsters didn’t care about each other at all. This had resulted in the previous stretch of the forest sounding like, well, a forest. Distant animal sounds, bird calls, and insect noises blended into the background to make it seem natural, despite the bloodthirsty beasts. There was none of that, now. Hell, I didn’t even hear the sound of wind through the leaves, or the creaking of branches.

It was dead silent. Eerily so.

All right, I admit it, I was spooked. But on the other hand, I was guessing that I had reached the higher-level area of the forest. That had to be what this Halloween-esque landscape indicated.

I needed to slow down, then. Judging by the increased density of the brush before me, I don’t even think I could continue running through it if I wanted to. Even if it wasn’t too dense, I’d probably be torn to shreds by the thorns if I tried. I was going to have to navigate this part of the forest carefully, which didn’t speak well of my odds of leading a monster back through this mess.

If I was in the higher-level zone, then I couldn’t take the risk of blindly sprinting through this place, even if I could. Depending on how much higher level than me the monsters were, they might be able to kill me in an instant if I wasn’t careful. I was going to have to try and stealth this as much as I could, while simultaneously trying to track a monster.

Thankfully, I hadn’t forgotten about my ace in the hole. The Scintillant Blade had somehow managed to wound Azarus before we had left for Rhoscara, despite the massive level gap between us. I was counting on that skill saving my hide if I got into a fight that I couldn’t either escape from or lead back to Magnus.

Steadying my breath, I began to creep my way through the perilous thicket before me.

            

    
        Chapter 40 - Creeping Crimson

    
    
    
    
                I tried to move through the thick brush quietly, as I made my way deeper into the forest. It was difficult though, as the forest was much thicker in this part. The trees were closer together, as were the bushes. That wasn’t even mentioning how much more hazardous the actual foliage was. Despite my fairly high-quality clothes, I had still gotten scratched up by all the thorns and burrs. It was like it had a mind of its own, deliberately seeking out any patch of bare skin it could find. I really hoped none of it was poisonous.

It’s not like I could cut the brush in front of me either, even if I wanted to. I’d tried to cut some of it with my spearhead, and it didn’t even scratch one of the thorns. I might be able to cut it with The Scintillant Blade, but I wasn’t willing to cast that much light around me. It would improve my vision, but it would also alert any monsters around me to my position. Luckily, I was able to gently brush the foliage away from me in order to get through.

I wasn’t able to creep through it the way that I wanted to. Preferably, I would be at the very least crouched down in order to minimize my profile, but that wasn’t viable. The scrub was densest closer to my legs but thinned out somewhat as it got higher. If I tried to crouch walk through this, I would probably lose an eye.

The oppressive atmosphere was keeping me on edge. The silence was stifling, frightening. The only noise that echoed around me was my own careful movements. I couldn’t help but wince every time I stepped on a branch, and a sharp snapping sound rang out beneath me. The reduced light made it hard for me to see my feet in order to avoid them.

How the hell was I supposed to creep up on something like this? I was more likely to get jumped by a monster instead. And considering how much stronger than me the monsters around here were, that was…probably not good. Even then, how was I going to lead a monster back to Magnus through all this harsh terrain? If the monster chasing me didn’t kill me, rushing blindly back through this brush would.

I stopped for a moment, telling myself that it was to catch my breath. In reality, I had to breathe in order to calm my doubts. It didn’t matter all the problems I had with my plan, goddamnit. I didn’t have any other choice. I was either going to make this work somehow, or I was going to die. Either to a monster or Magnus.

Not that much difference between them, honestly.

Strangely, after about five minutes of making my way through the forest, the foliage began to change somewhat. The leaves changed not only in shape but color too. They were broader now and an almost red color, made all the more ominous by the strange light. Instead of thorns, it seemed like the brush had cruelly shaped hooks instead.

Suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed movement off to my right. Instinctually, I whipped my head around. Nothing. I held that pose for a few moments, my heart thundering in my ears from the adrenaline. Still, nothing jumped out at me. Slowly, I started moving again, head still swiveled in the direction I’d seen movement.

As I was making my way forward, I felt something…unusual under my foot. Looking down, I could see that I was standing on an oddly fleshy vine, covered in barbs and barely visible.

The vine undulated violently under my foot as if it was alive. In a sudden movement, it rose up violently and threw me off of my feet and onto my back. Before I could even catch my breath, the vine hovering above me lashed down on my prone position. Sinuously, it wrapped around the leg that had stepped on it, cutting through both my pants and the skin beneath it.

Before I could even scream, I started to get dragged along the forest floor at incredible speed, as if the vine was a tow line retracting. Instinctively, I covered my head with my arms in order to protect my head. Even now, I could feel the hooks of the brush slicing into my flesh as I was dragged. I couldn’t even think of trying to cut the vine, I was moving too fast.

Suddenly, the vine that had been dragging me came to a stop, but it didn’t let go. Cautiously, I moved my arms away from my face in order to see where I’d been taken. I felt my heart drop at what I saw.

I’d been dragged to a small clearing in the forest, with even less visible light in it than the rest due to the thicker canopy. Sitting in the center of the clearing was a large…bud of some kind. Dark red in color and made of thick leaves, it was about the size of a dumpster from back home and anchored to the forest floor. Its leaves were wrapped all around it in a spiral pattern, blocking anything from sight. Stretching out from the bud were dozens of vines similar to the one still holding onto me. They traced their way out from the plant far off into the distance out of the clearing, similar in appearance to a spider web.

Yeah, fuck this. I grasped for my spear blade near my belt, hoping I hadn’t lost it during the drag. Thankfully, it was still there. Lurching up, and doing my best to ignore the pain radiating off my leg from the hooks, I swung the knife at the vine at a point below my foot. My knife only managed to give the vine the equivalent of a paper cut, from which a deep red, sap-like liquid welled up.

As soon as my knife connected with the vine, every other vine in the clearing shivered simultaneously. But that wasn’t as important as what was happening in the center of the clearing. Slowly, the leaves surrounding the bud began to unfurl.

There was another, smaller bud in the center. But this one wasn’t standing straight upright, rather it looked like it was lying on its side. I paused for a moment in my hacking, confused.

I wasn’t confused for long.

Gently, two slits on the top side of the bulb opened, revealing bright red slit eyes, with black sclera. They swiveled in my direction, before focusing on my position. Gradually, the smaller bulb began to rise up out of its nest of leaves, revealing a long thick neck similar to the vine that was still clamped to my leg, with crimson leaves growing along its length. Only it was much, much larger than the vines. As it rose to its full height, it almost looked like a fucked up snake made of foliage. As if to accentuate this, a hood similar to a cobra's opened up on the monster. Moments later, the bulbous head split nearly completely in half horizontally in order to reveal a mouth full of thorn-like fangs.

As I was gaping at the monster in horror, it caught sight of me. Our eyes met. Nothing. I saw nothing in its gaze. Flat and empty, it had no regard for me at all.

Instinctively, I tried to Observe the creature. I had the thinnest shred of hope that, somehow, this monstrous beast wouldn't be as obscenely, terrifyingly strong as it seemed.
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Yeah, those hopes were dashed.

I was knocked out of my stupor by being bodily whipped into the air by the tentacle that was still dug into my leg. I screamed as I flew up into the air, suspended by the surprisingly strong plant-like limb. In a blur, I was able to see more tentacles sprouting from the base of the monster and racing to my position. Before I could react, another tentacle had grasped my other leg and was helping to hold me upside down in the air.

The tentacles started to reel me in towards the monster, as if I was a fish caught on a hook.

Through the blood rushing to my head and the adrenaline coursing through my veins, I felt a sudden calm come upon me. I had an idea, and I only had one chance at it. Otherwise, I was fertilizer.

The monster brought me to hover above it, suspended by its hooked appendages. Slowly, I could see the fibrous snake's head open its mouth in preparation of dropping me inside.

Now.

The Scintillant Blade.

At the same time that my dagger burst into wispy rainbow flames, I lurched upright and slashed at the tentacles holding me upright. My splintered spearhead knife sliced through them cleanly.

In the split-second before I began to fall towards the plant snake, the creature let out an eerie, high-pitched screech. I whipped my head around to watch as I fell.

The world slowed to a crawl.

In a freeze frame, I could see that the monster below me was undulating in surprise. Thankfully, in the time it took for me to reach the head, it had closed its mouth. I readied my blade.

With a thudding sound, I fell right onto the top of the monster's head, covering its eyes with my body. The monster let out another screech in response and began to whip its head about in an effort to dislodge me. I managed to hang on though, by wrapping my legs around the neck of the monster just below its head and digging my free hand into one of its fist-sized nostrils. That just made the monster struggle harder.

I held on desperately as the creature whipped about. Somehow managing to keep my bearing, I raised my still-shining dagger above my head. Before I could plunge it down into the snake's head, I felt several of the monsters barbed tentacles lash against my back. I cried out in pain at the tearing sensation, as they cut right through my shirt to lacerate me. For the next few seconds, the monster lashed me several more times, as if it was trying to grab me.

I grit my teeth. I had to do it now. If it managed to grab me, I was dead. In one swift movement, I rose up and drove my shimmering spearhead into the top of the monster's head. In fact, I drove it in so far that the blade disappeared from sight.

If I thought that the monster was panicked before, it was nothing compared to now. The snake creature began to flail about wildly. I tried to hang on desperately, while at the same time trying to drive the spear head into the monster by slamming my palm down on the exposed part. I didn’t care that the butt of my ‘knife’ was a splintered mess from when Magnus had broken it off. I didn’t care that I was just driving splinters into my hand.

I just wanted this thing to die.

So I told it that.

“Die!” I screamed hysterically, slamming my hand down on the knife over and over. “Die die die die die! Just! Fucking! Die!”

With a screech, the monster finally managed to grab hold of me. It wrapped a tentacle around my right arm as I was bringing it up to slam down again. With a lurch, the monster nearly wrenched my arm out of the socket as it whipped me off of it. As I flew through the air off to the side of the monster, I amended that. Judging by the popping noise my shoulder had given off, it had definitely dislocated my arm.

I hit one of the trees at the edge of the clearing with a slam, my head bouncing hard off of the bark. As darkness began to creep into my vision, I had just enough time for one last thought.

Sorry, Azarus. Sorry, Grey.

            

    
        Interlude 4 - Malice

    
    
    
    
                The silence in the clearing was oppressive.

After Nate and the other slaves had been forced into the forest, Magnus had ordered his guards to go fetch the usual things he needed for a ‘hunt’. Namely, his small mobile gazebo, complete with a chair and a side table. Anticipating what else he wanted, and afraid of his reaction if they hadn’t, the guards had also brought back one of the manor servants with refreshments as well. Only for Magnus, though.

Now Magnus was idly sipping on juice, reclining in an extravagant chair and watching the tree line in anticipation. All the while his servant did a masterful job of hiding his nervousness behind him. Probably had a ton of practice.

Azarus didn’t care about any of that, though. He was used to Magnus’s egotism, by this point. He’d dealt with it all his life and was tired of it. When he’d been younger, he’d been disturbed by the countless acts of his younger cousin’s cruelty. Even from a young age, Azarus had been certain that the way that Magnus acted was wrong somehow. From the lack of care for others, to the sudden spurts of violence, Azarus had grown numb to it over the years. By now, he had ceased to be merely disturbed by Magnus. He was outright disgusted by him as well.

If pressed, Azarus would have a hard time naming someone that he personally hated more than Magnus. Oh sure, there were people in his life that had caused him more hardship. He held plenty of general resentment for people in his family, either matrilineal or patrilineal. With all the shit his uncle had put him through, he no longer held even the slightest bit of affection for the bastard.

Azarus tried not to hold the same feelings for Ely. He really, really did. But sometimes, even though he knew it was selfish of him, he just wished she would stick her neck out for him even once. He wished that the girl who used to defy her father to play knights with him as a child would use her pull for his benefit for once. Gods, at least she was apologetic about it. More than he could say about the rest of his blood. Most of the fuckers took active delight in taking advantage of him.

Azarus cast a baleful glare over at Magnus, who was eating dainty little sandwiches now. If the heir of Savoy noticed at all, he didn’t care. Gods, he should have known better than to have just waltzed in the front gate. In retrospect, he knew that he should have delayed their return to town until the much earlier morn, when it was still dark out. Magnus, the lazy shite, would have been much less likely to wake up so early in order to ambush them. If he had just been able to get Nate back in his house, he would have had enough legal protection to at least delay Magnus. By dwarven law, anyone who was sheltering under the lawful roof of another had certain protections. He doubted he could have kept Magnus away forever, but Azarus could have at least prepared Nate for this shite better.

Nate…

Azarus heaved a sigh, casting his gaze downward to stare at the dirt beneath his feet. He was trying to be optimistic about Nate’s chances, but it was hard. The guy had little to no training, and now he was supposed to wrangle a high-level monster back here? Azarus truthfully didn’t see how it was possible. The last he’d been able to check, Magnus was around level seventy-two. That meant that Nate somehow needed to find and safely lead a monster that was at least sixty-two back for Magnus to kill steal, in order to satisfy his heartless challenge. That was the only way that Magnus would get anything out of killing a monster. After that, the Aether density released from the monster’s death would be too low to contribute much. Nate wasn’t even level ten, for god’s sake. The man didn’t even have a class.

To the best of his knowledge, only a handful of slaves had ever survived one of Magnus’s ‘hunts’. They’d all been either former woodsmen or professional soldiers. Even then, they typically didn’t survive for long afterward. Azarus knew that of the slaves that had managed to survive one of these hunts, none were still alive. Magnus, the sadistic shite, was frustrated whenever one of his slaves managed to succeed. So much so, that he made sure they were included in the roster whenever he held another one. Given that Magnus held one of these abominations nearly every month, the successful slaves didn’t typically last long. Either they didn’t manage to recover from their wounds in time to perform again, or their luck didn’t hold out.

Azarus was broken out of his musings by movement out of the corner of his eye. Looking up, he could see that the bushes at the tree line were rustling. He could feel his heartbeat pick up in anticipation at the thought of what that might mean. Was it Nate? Was he coming back? Azarus could see that the other people in the clearing had noticed, as well. The guards as well as Magnus. Magnus sat up in his chair while setting his drink down on the table next to him, while two of the guards stepped in front of him protectively, swords drawn.

“Out of the way, fools,” Magnus grumbled. “You’re blocking my view.”

The guards acquiesced, mumbling apologies. Magnus didn’t even notice, just staring at the trembling bush across the clearing hungrily.

A few moments later, one of the slaves stumbled out from the tree line. Azarus tried not to be disappointed and focused instead on the state of the human.

He didn’t look great. The slave was covered in blood and it wasn’t hard to see why. He was covered in wounds, big and small. Scrapes and gashes littered his body, with the largest being the one on his gut. As the slave limped his way into the clearing, Azarus could see that the man had been nearly disemboweled and was barely holding himself together by clutching his stomach. It seemed like something had taken a pretty successful swipe at his head as well, as the man was missing his left ear entirely. By the time the man made it halfway across the clearing, however, it was clear.

The slave hadn’t brought back a monster with him. Nothing followed out of the trees.

Azarus took a deep breath. He knew what that meant. Judging by the malicious glint growing in Magnus’s eyes, he did too. Azarus made the conscious decision to not Observe the man.

He didn’t want to carry the weight of his name.

Slowly and dramatically, Magnus stood up from his extremely out-of-place extravagant chair. By the time the slave had reached the foot of the stairs that led up to the gazebo, Magnus had stood up to his full height and was glaring down at the slave imperiously.

“Well, well, well. What do we have here, hmm?” Magnus said, with a cold smile.

The slave fell to his knees at the foot of the stairs, unable to hold himself up under his own strength. Panting, he gazed up at Magnus standing above him. “Please…please m’lord…” The slave uttered weakly.

Magnus raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Please what? Please show mercy? Please don’t make me go back in there? Oh, please. I’ve heard it all before.” He smirked. “Or perhaps you mean…please kill me?”

The slave was clearly too delirious from blood loss to care about Magnus’s grandstanding. “Please…please…I tried, m’lord…I tried…the beast almost killed me…”

Magnus rolled his eyes dramatically and sighed. “Oh yes, I’m sure you tried very hard.” He waved a hand dismissively. “But that doesn’t matter now, does it? I gave very clear instructions, and outlined the very clear consequences if you didn’t follow them.”

The slave started breathing heavily in a panic that managed to pierce his agony. Bonelessly, he flopped forward onto the stairs. Slowly, the slave started crawling up the stairs. He reached out weakly to grasp at Magnus’s robe hem. “Please…” The slave sobbed. “Please m’lord…show mercy…”.

His words only made Magnus sneer. “Get…” Magnus said derisively, winding back his right leg. “OFF of me, you worm!” He kicked the slave off of him, sending him flying off of the gazebo. The slave flew through the air and landed in the dirt with a strangled moan of anguish.

Azarus clenched his fists at the blatant sadism on display. He stepped forward from where he had been standing off to the side. His movement made the guards snap to attention and stand in front of him, barring the way. Azarus just ignored them to stare up at his cousin. “Stop it, Magnus.” He growled. “If you’re going to kill him, just do it already. Stop torturing the man already.”

Magnus looked up from where he had been inspecting the hem of his robe to sneer at Azarus. “Having a bit of a conscience attack, are we cousin? No longer willing to sit back and watch as I have fun with my property, are you?” He laughed derisively. “How terribly amusing that this new development only occurred after you grew attached to some cattle of your own.”

That actually managed to cause a pang of guilt in Azarus. Magnus wasn’t wrong, he supposed. Not for the reason that he’d said, of course. But it was far easier to ignore the way that Magnus mistreated his slaves when it didn’t happen in front of him. The way that slavery was so prominent in this town disgusted him. Most of the people in this town disgusted him. Before Nate had come around, he’d spent most of his time hiding out in the home he had built for Grey and himself at the edge of town. It was so, so easy to forget that outside of his walls, while he was smithing, his sadistic cousin was routinely subjecting people to sadistic death games.

But what was he supposed to do about it? Even if he wanted to do something for the slaves of Addersfield that Magnus was mistreating, the law wasn’t on his side. Magnus was perfectly within his right under the eyes of the Principality to do whatever he wanted with, as he said, his property. While slavery wasn’t as popular in non-Savoy owned lands, within them slaves were considered little better than cattle. . He would just be throwing away either his life or his freedom if he tried to interfere and stop Magnus. He’d never done anything about it before, as he didn’t know what that would mean for Grey. Probably nothing good. He doubted most other dwarves that his uncle would assign to care for Grey would treat him like an actual person, and not just an artifact and potion machine. Once Nate had entered the situation, his responsibility for the two men had only grown.

That wasn’t even counting his responsibility towards the human kingdom for getting Grey out of here…

Gods, but things had been so much easier back in the Holds, where slavery was looked down upon.

He couldn’t afford to antagonize Magnus, here and now. Not even for a man that Magnus was blatantly torturing in front of him. That didn’t mean the decision didn’t make him feel like slime, though. He scowled, but stepped back from the guards.

He didn’t look at the slave, who had begun sobbing to himself quietly.

Magnus chuckled mockingly. “I thought so. Now scurry away, you feathered half-breed. I’m busy.” He turned back to the slave that was now staring blankly at the sky while he sobbed silently. “Now, where were we…” Magnus descended the stairs theatrically, seemingly for his own benefit. Certainly, nobody else in the clearing was impressed by his self-absorption.

He came to stand above the despairing slave lying in the dirt. Slowly, making sure that the slave was tracking his movements, Magnus reached into his robes. He drew the black tablet he had shown off earlier out of an inside pocket. The slave let out another sob at the sight of it.

“Now…” Magnus said breathily, eagerly. “Let’s see what kind of collar you were fitted with, hmm?”

Bringing the tablet up and scrolling through something only he could see, Magnus smiled sinisterly and looked up one last time to lock eyes with the slave. He didn’t break eye contact with him as he casually reached out and pressed a finger onto the tablet.

The reaction was immediate.

The breaths of the slave gradually began to pick up, as he began to gasp. His hands flew up to grasp at his neck as he experienced a shot of adrenaline, despite his wounds. He managed to crawl to his knees as the color on his face began to change from the pale white of blood loss to a pale blue.

“Oh,” Magnus exclaimed in surprise. “Now that’s a rare one. I didn’t even know I had any more breath-stealers.” He watched hungrily as the slave began to slowly asphyxiate in front of him.

The rest of the clearing was dead silent as the slave was slowly choked to death by the collar around his neck. Azarus couldn’t watch anymore by the time the slave began to dig bloody furrows into his neck in a desperate attempt to get his collar off.

He looked away. Damn his cowardice, but he looked away.

Before long the gasps of the slave ceased as he died. The silence in the clearing was broken by Magnus letting out a satisfied sigh. “Well!” He said, clapping his hands once. “That was a nice, satisfying diversion. But I think we all know which…conclusion I’m looking forward to the most, eh?” He finished, shooting a smirk over his shoulder at Azarus.

Azarus grit his teeth in order to not react to his cousin’s obvious provocation. He wasn’t sure he succeeded.

            

    
        Chapter 41 - The Hunted

    
    
    
    
                I slowly drifted back to consciousness, lying on my left side facing a tree.

Honestly, this was a surprise to me.

As I gradually became more aware of my surroundings, I tried to move. I immediately stopped due to the flare of pain. I couldn’t stop a small whimper from escaping my lips. Slowly, I tried to puzzle out where the pain was coming from by shifting around a little, still lying down. From what I could tell, my back didn’t feel great, but it wasn’t killing me as much as I would have expected. You know, from the way I had been flung around and all.

Wait, fuck.

I sat bolt upright, disregarding the agony my movement caused in a haze of sudden panic-fueled adrenaline. I didn’t care about the pain, I had to know if I was about to die. Twisting around urgently, I wildly scanned the clearing that I remembered fighting the plant monster in.

Nothing.

In fact, the clearing was empty. The monster was gone. Where before the clearing was festooned with branching red vines that culminated in some kind of Venus fly-trap, snake monster, now there was nothing. The vines had disappeared with the monster.

Letting out a breath I didn’t know I had been holding, I scooted backward to lean against the tree I had woken up in front of. Did I kill it, I wondered? I remembered flashes of my fight with the monster vaguely. I knew that I had managed to plunge my dagger into its head before the monster flung me across the clearing in a panic, knocking me out. The creature had seemed like it was rooted to the forest floor, so it was unlikely to have just picked itself up and moved.

I guess there was an easy way to tell. I squinted at the center of the clearing, where the monster had been rooted. After a second, I was able to make out a brief glimpse of rainbow light, in between the blades of grass. Letting my head fall back against the trunk of the tree with a thunk, I let out a slight sigh of relief. That was the monster core, I’m guessing. Which meant that damn monster was dead.

Which presented another problem. While I had no illusions about leading an immobile monster back to Magnus, that had still been the first high-level monster I had found in this part of the forest. And I had nearly died. Hell, it had knocked me out, and I had no idea how long for. There was no way for me to check the time, and with the way the sun was obscured in this part of the forest, I couldn’t even check the sun’s position. For all I know, I had been out so long that Magnus could be issuing my collar’s kill order any second now. I tried not to think about it.

And I was probably injured, as well. I hadn’t forgotten about that flare of pain that had stopped me in my tracks earlier. Slowly, I tried to feel out where the pain was coming from by tensing my muscles one by one and moving around slightly. I stopped once I reached my left arm. You know, the one that Magnus had broken earlier.

Shit, of course. Azarus had told me that he hadn’t been able to completely heal me with what he had on hand. The bone must have still been weak, and either the slam against the tree or the fall must have hurt it. Tracing my left bicep and carefully feeling it out, it didn’t seem completely broken again. But it definitely didn't feel great, I determined with a wince and a hiss of pain. All right, I had to do something about that.

Sitting up with a groan of effort, I painstakingly tried to pull my shirt off over my head. Ignoring the sweat, dirt, and blood caked into it, I tied the long sleeves together, ignoring the pain as best I could from moving my left arm. I looped the tied sleeves over my head, and then carefully threaded my arm through the bottom of the shirt so my hand hung out the neck. Carefully standing up, I tested out my makeshift sling. I discovered that it was a little loose, but it was the best I could do. At the very least, it was supporting my arm. Sort of.

I was knocked out of my inspection by the crack of a twig, somewhere beyond the tree line across the clearing. I froze, trying to listen more carefully. It came again, closer this time.

Something was approaching the clearing. And the only thing in this forest were monsters.

Feeling another surge of adrenaline, I looked around frantically. I couldn’t find my knife. Whether I had dropped it after the fight, or when I had gotten thrown, I had to conclude it was gone. I had no time to look for it. I had to hide before whatever was coming this way found me with my pants down. I frantically scurried around behind the tree I had woken up in front of and leaned back against it. I was trembling, and almost hyperventilating. I raised my right hand and clamped it over my mouth, to muffle the sound of my breathing.

Behind me, I heard the crack of a branch as whatever was coming finally entered the clearing. Thump, thump, thump, I heard, as the beast ponderously made its way further into the clearing. Whatever it was, it sounded big. I heard some snuffling noises as if the creature was trying to find a scent. I had to know. I had to know what kind of monster was lingering in the clearing behind me. Screwing up my courage, I risked a quick peak around the tree. I was dumbfounded at what I saw.

It…kind of looked like a bear? But if a bear had been impregnated by a rabbit, and then birthed some kind of unholy abomination baby. The absurdity of the monster's appearance cut through my panic briefly, giving me the courage to take a closer look at it.

It was big, obviously. It had the floppy ears of a rabbit, but the general body type of a bear. Its back legs were larger, more heavily muscled, and curled inwards more like a rabbit, though. It didn’t hop around, but it was kind of skipping. The snout reminded me of a mix of both creatures, being longer than a bears, but wider than a rabbit’s. It had the floppy ears as well.

I nearly used Observe on the monster, before I remembered that things could tell when you used it on them. At least...I think so? I knew that people with a Status could tell, but I didn't know if monsters could as well. The question had just never come up, and now I was regretting it. I decided to err on the side of caution and not potentially give myself away. I guess calling it a bear-rabbit would have to do for now.

The creature was snuffling around in the center of the clearing, clearly looking for something. It must have found whatever it was looking for, as with a grunt it buried its head in the grass. It came up holding the monster core of the plant creature in between its very sharp-looking fangs.

Despite myself, I felt a flare of indignation rise up. What the fuck, monster? That was mine, goddamnit. I killed that plant-snake fair and square. I could do nothing but watch as the bear-rabbit gulped the monster core down without crunching into it in one motion. The creature straightened up briefly as a shiver went through its form, before relaxing. It seemed to let out a pant of almost satisfaction afterward.

I pulled back from looking around the tree to lean back against it. All right, all right. What now? I still needed to lead a monster back to Magnus, and there was a viable target behind me. But how the fuck was I supposed to do that? I didn’t have a weapon anymore to defend myself, and I was injured again. Was I just supposed to pull my pants down and slap my ass at it? Taunt that huge bastard all the way through the forest? I let out a small, silent breath of frustration.

I looked around to see if I could get any inspiration, before furrowing my brow in confusion.

The forest looked different.

Oh, it was still dark and foreboding, with the pseudo day-for-night filter over everything. The trees were still tall and cramped together. But the thorns seemed if not gone, then at least vastly less dense. Maybe the monster I had killed had been the source of most of the thorns I had seen? It actually seemed possible to navigate without getting shredded now. I felt a surge of hope at the thought. Maybe I didn’t have to fight the rabbit-bear at all. If I had a straight shot back to the clearing, then all I had to do was outrun this monster. It would be hard, but it theoretically seemed possible.

I was broken out of my thoughts by the sound of the monster starting to scent around again behind me. Well, if I was going to do this, I had to get an eye on the monster. Peeking back around the tree, I was just in time to see the creature pick up something else from the forest floor.

My knife.

Which it ate as well.

I must have made a sound of some sort, as the monster immediately turned in my direction. I didn’t react in time to pull my head back around the side of the tree. Human green met monster red. We just stared at each other for a second, before I slowly pulled back from around the tree. My heart was pounding in my chest.

When I heard a roar behind me, I bolted. I pushed off from the tree I was hiding behind and took off into the forest. Good thing too, as I began to hear the monster chase after me with a huge thumping gait, crashing through the underbrush. I ran harder, panting.

I didn’t want to look back behind me as I ran, but I heard the crashing stop briefly behind me and I had to. I didn’t stop running myself, though. I wasn’t an idiot. What I saw nearly gave a heart attack, though. The monster had lowered into a crouch while staring at me, laser-focused. In a snapshot, I saw its enormous back legs bulge grotesquely. Seconds afterward, it launched itself at me like a missile in an inhumanly fast lunge.

My eyes nearly popped out of my head as it nearly flew at me, far faster than it was running. Desperately, I lunged out the way of its flight path. I didn’t see it, but I heard the woosh of air as it shot past me and barreled right into a tree with an enormous crashing noise. I just picked myself back up and tried to reorient myself as best I could in the direction of the clearing, to the best of my memory. The monster must have picked itself up because I heard it start to chase me again.

Okay, so it could sort of jump like a rabbit, I thought to myself in between panicked breaths. Yeah, that made sense. Hearing it pause again behind me, I reflexively dived again. This time, I got to watch as the monster struck a tree. I picked myself up again and started running again.

It could apparently lunge pretty often as well. The cycle repeated itself times three more times as I tried to create distance between myself and the monster. It wasn’t working out very well, as every time I tried, the monster just ate up that distance in a lunge. It wasn’t extremely difficult to dodge, as it never tried to change its attack pattern, almost like it was a machine. The problem was, I was starting to get tired from the constant dodging. The running wasn’t bad, but the constant lunging was. I wasn’t sure if I could keep it up for long, considering I wasn’t even out of the high-level zone of the forest.

I had to change things up.

The next time the bear-rabbit did its lunge and crashed into a tree, I took my chance while it was briefly stunned. I made a break for a nearby tall tree and scrambled up it. Even though it seemed part bear, I hoped this huge bastard wasn’t able to climb easily. Once I reached a high branch, I looked down. The monster had recovered by that point and was staring up at me balefully. It paced back and forth in front of the tree briefly before suddenly charging at it. The impact shook the entire tree, but it held up just fine. In fact, looking down, it had only managed to strip some bark. Otherwise, the tree was fine.

I let out a shaky sigh of relief when that was all that the monster did. It didn’t start trying to climb the tree. It did, however, keep repeating its assault. I winced every time.

Well, all right. I was up a tree now. Great.

Now what?
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                The tree might but holding up fine, but I wasn’t sure for how long. The repeated assaults of the bear-rabbit had started to splinter the base of the tree. Eventually, I think the monster was going to knock my tree over and then slaughter me like a pig. I couldn’t just stay up here forever.

Making sure to keep a firm hold on the trunk of the tree so the impacts didn’t knock me off, I glanced around. It didn’t help me much. There wasn’t anything up here but branches and other trees. Unfortunately, the other trees were too far away from me in order to just jump to another one.

Alright, I thought to myself, doing my best to ignore the repeated impacts to the tree. What else do I have? I didn’t have a weapon; this fucking bear had eaten it. I didn’t have two functional arms. I didn’t have any other tools. All I had was my Status, and a few skills that were not applicable in this situation.

Wait.

My Status?

If I had managed to kill that plant monster, then maybe I had gotten something for it. Since I had woken up, I hadn’t thought to check my Status…

Grasping onto that thin thread of hope, I mentally triggered Hidden Amidst the Spheres. I let out an audible sigh of relief at what I found.




	Your Status has changed!



	Would you like to review your Status?



	Y/N






Alright, here’s hoping for a miracle. I mentally selected yes.




	You have gained six levels!



	You have sixty unspent Virtue points.



	Congratulations, you have reached level 10 (14)! Class selection is now available!



	Would you like to select your class?



	Y/N






I furrowed my brow slightly. Okay, that was a bit weird. What was up with the two numbers for my level? Ten, and fourteen. I had apparently gained six, or maybe ten whole levels from killing the snake. But I was only level ten, according to my Status? Whatever, that wasn't the most important thing right now. It was time for Class Selection. Azarus and Grey had told me a little about that. Apparently, once you reached level ten, you qualified to select your first class. This was apparently not just a huge boost in power, but you gained more skills directly related to combat. Well, I sure as fuck need that now, so let’s do it. First though, I assigned the sixty points I'd gotten from my level ups in the ratio I'd been doing so far.

I mentally selected yes again. This brought up a new menu that I had never seen before in my Status.




	Class Options (Level 10)



	[Night Owl (Common)] (STR/SPR)



	[Rebellious Beguiler (Common)] (INT/PER)



	[Thornblade Acolyte (Superior)] (INT/DEX)



	[Rhetorical Fist (Superior)] (STR/WIS)






Well. Well, all right. I guess I had to choose from these options then.

I could strike out two of these right away, I’m guessing. From the explanation about Virtues that Grey had given me, I knew that Strength and Spirit were the Virtues of Cultivators. I had already decided to become a Mage instead, so Night Owl and Rhetorical Fist were right out. I couldn’t deny being curious about what the hell a Rhetorical Fist was supposed to be though.

I was a little surprised none of the options had indicators if they were for Cultivators or Magi. I suppose I was just supposed to guess based on the Virtues. They only had what I assume were words that indicated their rarity.

Moving on, that left only two options. Rebellious Beguiler and Thornblade Acolyte. I had no other explanation about how they functioned besides their names and the Virtues listed next to them. So, let's break it down, even though I had a pretty good idea of what I was going to pick. Best I could tell, Rebellious Beguiler could possibly be...some kind of illusions class? That sounded kind of useful in this situation. If I picked that, I might be able to lead the monster back to camp through illusions without ever risking myself at all.

But I didn’t know that for sure, and I had no guarantee that my illusions would be strong enough just after getting them. They might not affect the bear-rabbit enough at such a low level, and then the damn thing would just end up mauling me. Plus, there was the fact that I hadn’t invested a bunch of points into Perception. I’d invested mostly in Intelligence and Wisdom. Which, thankfully, one of the classes favored.

Thornblade Acolyte sounded…fine, I guess? It was an Intelligence and Dexterity class, which was okay I suppose. I’d invested enough points into Dexterity so far that I didn’t feel like I was gimping myself. Most of my points had been distributed into Intelligence and Wisdom, though. I doubted having points in Wisdom was going to hurt me. But at this point in time, I needed to consider what could help me survive this situation the best. Besides, I had a weirdly good feeling about it.

Even beyond that, of my two viable choices, one was a Common rarity, and the other was a Superior rarity. I guess that made it just better overall as well.

Taking a deep breath, and ignoring the growls of the bear below me, I mentally selected Thornblade Acolyte. A new dialogue popped up.




	You have selected Thornblade Acolyte.



	Would you like to proceed with this class choice? All choices are final.



	Y/N






Selecting yes, I was caught off guard by the sensation of electricity running up and down my spine. I stiffened, nearly losing my grip on the tree trunk. A moment later, the feeling wore off. I resisted the feeling to shake myself like a dog.

I didn’t…really feel all that different, to be honest. A bit disappointed. I’m guessing that I needed to check my Status again. I did so.




	You have ascended into the class [Thornblade Acolyte]!]



	You have learned the class skill Thorn Shot!



	You have learned the class skill Thorn Grapple!



	You have learned the class skill Thorn Cloak!






Okay, I hadn’t expected to get three skills out of classing up. Neither Azarus or Grey had said anything about it, either. I guess I was just going to have to survive this in order to ask them. All right, let's try these out. I’ll try the cloak one first.

Thorn Cloak.

Because I was expecting it, I wasn’t surprised when a literal cloak materialized over my shoulders. Looking down, I was surprised by what it looked like however. The skill name was literal, as it appeared to be a hooded cloak woven out of literal thorns, hooks, and burrs, blood red in color. Despite that, it wasn’t scratching me at all. Lifting my injured arm slightly to look inside of the cloak with a wince, being careful to maintain my grip on the tree, I saw that the inside of the cloak was smooth to the touch. Lowering my arm, I took a closer look at the cloak, furrowing my brow slightly. I couldn’t place it initially in my tired state, but I realized why the cloak looked so familiar to me after a moment.

All of the thorns and hooks looked like the kind that had been used by the plant monster from earlier. I was a little weirded out by it, frankly. Were all of these thorn skills like that? Did I somehow only get this class because of my encounter with that thorn snake? I guess that was another thing to ask the guys.

Stopping my examination of my new cloak, I realized that it had been a few minutes since the rabbit-bear had rammed into the tree I was on. Looking down, I found that the creature was milling around in confusion. It had stopped its assault on the tree and was sniffing around the base and the general area. It was almost like it had lost track of me. Was that because of the cloak? Did it have a magical effect or something? I didn’t have time to think about it, because it seemed like the monster had given up. It turned around and started to leave.

Fuck that, I needed this thing. Time to test skill number two. I didn’t know how this skill worked, so I just winged it and pointed the index finger of my good hand at the beast before activating it.

Thorn Shot.

Before my outstretched finger, floating in mid-air, materialized a cruel blood-red thorn the size of my palm. Milliseconds afterward, the thorn shot through the air in the direction of the bear-rabbit with a whisper of air. I didn’t see where the thorn hit the creature, but I sure saw its reaction. It spun in my direction with a startled grunt, locking eyes on my form a moment after. Letting out a furious roar, it charged back to the tree I was up. Hurriedly, I wrapped my good arm around the tree trunk again and braced myself.

Good thing I did, because the impact of the charge this time was the largest that the monster had done yet. So much so that impact generated an audible crack from the tree. Dreading what I would see, I looked down at the base.

Yup, that wasn’t good. The monster had finally managed to break the trunk of the tree. It was only held up by a small section of wood at this point. Already, I was hearing the whole tree begin to creak and groan. The bear-rabbit must have known it too, because it was backing up to finish the job with one last charge. I only had seconds before the whole thing came down.

Fighting panic, I cast a wild eye around me before the memory of my last new skill penetrated my alarm. I guess I was going to have to spider this shit. Locking eyes with the nearest tree to my position, I outstretched my arm again in that direction, palm facing outwards.

Thorn Grapple.

Just like last time, a blood-red thorn materialized before my open palm. This one was different than my shot skill though, as attached to the base of my palm was a vine, similar to the vines of the plant monster from earlier. It shot away from my palm, changing in shape mid-flight, vine extending behind it. It opened up in a cross shape before it reached the tree branch I had been aiming at. Sinuously, it wrapped around the large branch in an unnervingly self-directed manner and dug it’s thorns into it. Seconds afterward, I was yanked off of my feet when the vine attached to my palm began to retract at incredible speed. I flew off of the branch I had been standing on, nearly yanking my arm out of its socket. Good thing too, as seconds afterward I heard the monster slam into the tree for the final time, followed shortly afterward by the tree itself coming down in an enormous crash.

I was nearly horizontal in the air as I was reeled in like a fish to the other tree. Reaching it, I managed to find my footing on a branch below the one my grapple was attached to. Bending over with one hand on the new tree’s trunk, I tried to catch my breath and calm my racing heart from the impromptu flight. I managed after a moment and straightened up, still somewhat shaky. Turning around, I found that the tree I had been clinging to was now flat on the ground, with the monster sniffing around the top of the tree where I had been standing. I let out a breath of relief. All right, these skills seemed pretty good.

Yeah, I could work with this.

In fact…I think I knew how I was going to lead this huge bastard back to the clearing.

I felt an unhinged smile grow on my face.

……………………………………..

I panted as I ran through the last stretch of the forest before I reached the clearing.

I winced at the sound of a furious roar behind me.

The plan that I had settled on was to carefully lead the monster from tree to tree by shooting it with thorns. First, I would grapple to a new tree. Then, I would shoot the creature with a thorn in order to grab its attention and make sure that it didn’t start to wander off. I had found that my new cloak had some kind of effect that worked similarly to camouflage, making the monster lose track of me once I left its line of sight. It wasn’t foolproof though, as a few times the skill hadn’t affected the beast at all. I was thankful that it did work sometimes though, as it made the whole process less stressful. I didn’t think this monster could catch me out of the air since I hadn’t seen it jump upwards once, but I didn’t like tempting fate.

Once I had reached the lower-level region of the forest, I had been relieved to be able to track the time of day again. Judging by the light filtering through the trees, it was sometime in the late afternoon. I didn’t think it was close to sunset, and thus death for me, but it was hard to track. I had to hurry. It had been harder to grapple in the lower forest, as well. The trees had been farther apart, and I had needed to aim more carefully in order to reach a new tree.

I had managed to lead the bear-rabbit through the majority of the woods before abandoning my plan once I got close to the clearing, to the best of my memory. I’d defaulted back to the original pattern of dodging out of its way once it did its lunge, made easier by the cloak. I didn’t know how many new levels I had gotten in my Thorn Cloak, but it had started to affect the beast more often after it lost sight of me following its lunge. Then I would get a bit ahead of the monster and then shoot it again.

Rinse, repeat.

But now that I was close to the clearing, I had dismissed the cloak. I wasn’t supposed to be able to use any skills with a collar on. If I showed up to the clearing with a very obvious skill-made item of clothing on, Magnus would probably kill me anyway. Good thing my thorns didn’t seem to stick around after being embedded into something, in this case, the bear. They dissipated after a few minutes, leaving behind a hole. I didn’t need this asshole looking like a pincushion and giving me away.

Dodging out of the way of another lunge from the monster, I spied something in the distance that caused my heart to leap into my throat.

The exit to the clearing.
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                I wasn’t able to see the clearing fully from how far back I was, but the sight still gave me a rush of wild hope. Somehow dredging up more energy from my exhausted frame, I accelerated, putting on a burst of speed. The bear creature recovered from slamming face-first into a tree from its failed lunge behind me. It let out a roar as it reoriented and began chasing me again.

C’mon, c’mon. Only a little bit more. You can do this. You can do this! You can fucking do this, Nathan!

Reaching the tree line, I burst out of it into the clearing proper. In a freeze frame, I took in the sight of everyone in it. There was Azarus standing off to the side of a…fucking gazebo? The hell? When did that happen? He had caught sight of me at the same time I did him. He was gaping at me, slowly lifting one arm to point in my direction. There was Magnus of course, sitting up in his chair in interest at my entrance. His guards seemed on edge, having moved to stand in front of the bottom of the gazebo with their weapons drawn.

Time sped up. I accelerated into the clearing, waving my one good arm like a crazy person. “Hey!” I shouted at the far group repeatedly in a hoarse voice. “Behind me! It’s coming!” I didn’t know if they heard me or not from this distance. It didn’t matter though, because I heard the monster crash through the tree line behind me. The reaction from the group was immediate. The guards tensed up and stepped forward while drawing their weapons, while Magnus fully stood up from his lounge chair with an excited look on his demented fucking face. Azarus caught my attention more though, because he shifted his pointing finger to behind me and shouted at the top of his lungs with an alarmed look on his face.

“-k out!” I heard faintly. Shit.

I dove off to my right frantically. Just in time too, as the bear-rabbit flew right over my head once I had hit the dirt. I lifted my head to track its progress. This time, there was no tree to block the lunge of the monster. It flew pretty damn far, landing not far from the gazebo that Magnus was standing in, causing the guards to frantically stumble away from it. Catching sight of the dwarves in front of it, the monster seemed to immediately forget about me despite how long it had been chasing me. It roared.

I was still too far away to hear what he said, but I was able see Magnus say something to the guards with a disdainful look on his face and gesture to the monster. Slowly standing up, I saw the guards steel themselves and then charge the beast I had spent so long leading here. My attention was stolen though when I saw Azarus jogging in my direction, not seeming to care about the monster at all.

I had managed to find my footing by the time he reached me, but was caught off guard when he hugged me. Since he was pretty tall for a dwarf, our heads were nearly level, with his only a handspan beneath my own. I was startled, but I still managed to wrap my good arm around him tentatively in return. Not long afterward, he pulled back while looking me in the eye. He visibly grimaced at the sight of me. “Are ya all right?” He asked me, concern thick in his voice.

I can only imagine how messed up I looked. I couldn’t see myself, but I knew I was covered in sweat, dirt, and blood. More of the blood than I cared to admit was my own, lost from either my short fight with the plant monster or from being scratched up from my frantic run through the forest. I had managed to keep my arm in my makeshift sling as well. Overall, I just felt like exhausted shit and I imagined I looked like it too.

I sighed tiredly. “Could be better,” I told him with a wan smile. Before we could continue our conversation, our attention was stolen by the sound of the bear-rabbit beginning to roar frantically. Looking over, I could see that the guards had managed to subdue the monster. If I’d had the energy, I would have laughed at the sight of five guards-dwarves using their entire body to pin each of the creature’s limbs and its head. Following my gaze, Azarus frowned at the sight. Turning back to me, he jerked his head in that direction in a motion to follow him. We managed to reach hearing distance of the group by the time Magnus had dramatically finished descending the short stairs. He threw the two of us a disinterested glance before turning his attention back to the monster. He studied the monster for a moment.

A large smile grew on Magnus’s face. “Well, well, well.” He said in an imperious tone. “Will you look at that. One of the cattle actually managed to succeed. It even managed to procure a suitable specimen. Will wonders never cease…” It was hard to hear him over the roars of the monster, but I couldn’t help but wonder who he was talking to. After a second, I concluded it was himself. I guess he just wanted to remind everyone of how important he was or something.

“Well, I graciously accept this gift of Aether.” He continued, his smile taking on a sinister edge. Approaching the monster, he settled into a stance and drew back his arm as if he was going to punch the monster before forming his hand into a knife-hand position. At an unseen trigger, his hand began to emit a green and black aura of energy that roiled over the points of his straightened fingers. The monster must have sensed something because its struggles intensified along with its roars. With a shout of effort, Magnus speared his hand down at the head of the monster.

His hand punctured the skull of the monster easily, splitting its skull in twain and causing it to burst violently in an explosion of gore. He didn’t stop there, however. Magnus continued on until his arm was buried elbow-deep into the abdomen of the monster, causing viscera to spray everywhere. Its struggles stopped immediately. What was more disturbing, was that Magnus didn’t immediately withdraw his arm. In fact, he pushed harder, until he was cheek to destroyed cheek with the monster. He stayed there, motionlessly, silently, until the monster began to dissolve into greasy black smoke.

Once it had fully dispersed, only then did Magnus rise up from his crouching position. He didn’t turn to face anyone. He didn’t acknowledge the guards that had held the monster down so he could kill it, as they got up and moved out of his line of sight. He especially didn’t acknowledge me, who had brought the monster here in the first place. He didn’t even spare a glance at the core glimmering at his feet. He just stood there, staring off into the distance. I didn’t want to see the look on his face.

For the first time, I found myself intimidated by Magnus as a person. Sure, I was scared of him in the past, but that was because of his position and what he could have done to me. I had never considered what he could personally do to me, as someone with a higher-level Status than mine. Considering his depraved mindset and general malice, that didn’t bode well for the future.

Still staring off into the distance, Magnus finally let out a satisfied sigh and turned to face Azarus and I. Flicking a hand in our direction dismissively, he spoke. “You may go.” He said disinterestedly. “The cattle has fulfilled its obligation satisfactorily.”

Azarus snorted disdainfully at this cousin’s words. “Whatever.” He grunted. He turned around in order to leave. I followed his lead sluggishly, exhausted from my ordeal.

We were stopped when Magnus spoke again, causing the two of us to pause. Azarus didn’t turn to face him, but I did. Magnus was sneering at the both of us again.

“But remember, cousin.” He said warningly. “That human is my property. I may have lent it to you, but never forget that. If you go behind my back with it again, I’ll simply have it thrown to the dogs.”

If I hadn’t been so exhausted, I probably would have cared about him casually threatening my life. As it was, all I did was blink slowly at the death threat. Azarus didn’t give him the satisfaction of a reaction. He just started walking again. I followed at his heels, barely remembering to adopt the posture of an obedient slave in my worn-down state.

We began making our way to Azarus’s house.

……………………………………...

Azarus and I didn’t speak on the short trek to his house. We simply trudged along in silence, mutually aware that it wasn’t safe to speak out in the open so close to where Magnus had been. Before long, we had reached the clearing where his house waited for us. Entering it, we crossed the clearing to stand in front of the door. Azarus opened it and ushered me inside. I closed the door behind us. Afterward, I slumped up against it and slid to the floor with a long sigh.

I pulled my knees up and buried my face in them like I was a child, trying to control my breathing.

In and out.

I was dimly aware of Azarus walking away in the direction of the kitchen. Grey must have been in there because I heard an indistinct conversation. I wasn’t paying attention though, because I was trying to hold myself together.

I guess it was just now hitting me that I was safe after my ordeal. God. Just…how do I deal with what I had gone through? Now that it was over, I was astonished that I had managed to survive and triumph over the task Magnus had forced me into. It felt like sheer dumb luck that I had succeeded.

If I hadn’t stumbled on the plant monster…

If I hadn’t managed to kill it by the skin of my teeth…

If I hadn’t leveled up into the exact right class to survive the bear-rabbit…

So much had gone right that it almost felt suspicious, in all honesty.

I was broken out of my thoughts by the gentle clearing of a throat in front of me. Looking up, I found Grey sitting in his chair right in front of me. Blinking at the sight of him, I was surprised by the wave of emotion that swept over me. It had been weeks since I had seen Grey, and I was surprised at how much I had missed him.

Seeing that he had caught my attention, Grey smiled at me gently. He picked up a glass of water that he had been holding in his lap and offered it to me wordlessly. Suddenly aware of how desperately thirsty I was after hours of sprinting through a forest, I took it gratefully. Grasping it with both hands, I gulped it down greedily.

“Slowly, now.” I heard Grey say. “It’s not going anywhere.”

Finishing the glass, I lowered it and gasped for breath before speaking. “Thank you,” I said to Grey, my throat already feeling better.

Grey nodded at my words with a hmm. Wordlessly, he offered me his hand in a motion to help me up. I took it gratefully, somewhat surprised at how easily a man in a wheelchair could help me up. I rose to my feet with a groan.

“If you’re hungry, there’s food in the kitchen as well,” Grey said to me kindly. “Or would you prefer to wash yourself, first? Speaking from experience, I well know that the detritus of battle isn’t comfortable.”

I looked at him in surprise. “You know about what happened?”

“Hmm.” Grey nodded. “Azarus filled me in on the basics.” He paused, before continuing. “I’m truly sorry that you had to experience that, Nathan. I’m afraid you’ve had a run-in with the most horrific practice of this town, driven by that reprobate Magnus.”

My breath hitched in my throat briefly, before I cleared it and shook my head. “Not…not now, yeah? I think…I’ll take that bath first. Food isn’t going anywhere, yeah?” I smiled weakly at Grey.

“Very well.” Grey nodded slightly, with an understanding sigh. “Azarus and I will be in the kitchen in the meantime. Take your time. Some roast chicken and potatoes will be waiting for you when you’re finished.”

With one last parting nod at Grey, I walked up the staircase to the second floor.
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                I took a longer bath than usual, taking the time to try and decompress. I must have just laid in the tub for nearly half an hour after cleaning myself, simply trying to clear my mind. I don’t know how successful I was at that, but at least I was thankful for the magic in the tub. I’d experienced it before, but the water was self-cleaning or something. Thank God I wasn’t just floating in a bunch of re-hydrated blood, sweat, and mud.

When I finished, I realized I hadn’t brought a clean set of clothes with me into the washroom. There was no way I was going to put my old clothes back on, considering they were ruined. They were little better than rags at this point, with all the battle damage. A shame though, they had been a gift from Ely.

I wrapped a towel around my waist and walked to my room. I doubted either Grey or Azarus cared if I walked around half-naked. Once there, I got changed into some of the old clothes that Azarus had gifted me back when I first arrived. Just a simple white tunic and brown pants, nothing special. When I was done, I left my room and headed down the stairs to join the others.

Entering the kitchen, I found that Grey and Azarus were hunched over the table whispering to each other about something. As soon as I stepped inside though, they stopped and straightened up to look at me.

I raised an eyebrow at them. “Am I interrupting something?”

Grey smiled disarmingly at me, unfazed. “Not at all, Nathan. Azarus was merely informing me of some…developments, nothing more.” He gestured to the third spot at the table. “Take a seat. How are you, Nathan? You...don't appear to need any medical assistance, but I can retrieve a potion if you need it."

I shook my head tiredly at Grey's question. "No," I sighed, wincing despite myself. "I'm fine. Just a few scratches, really. They'll probably be gone by morning." I left out the fact that my arm was still tender, and I had a persistent migraine from where I'd been thrown into a tree. For all I knew, that was just from the hunger. "No need to waste another potion."

Grey nodded his head slowly. "Very well, if you insist. Azarus, if you would?"

At his urging, Azarus grunted in assent and got up from the table. Walking over to the stasis cabinet that functioned as a pantry and fridge both, he opened the rightmost door. Inside was a plate of food, upon which rested half of a roast chicken and some equally roasted potato chunks, still steaming. The wonders of domestic magic, I suppose.

When he placed the plate in front of me, I was aware all over again of how ravenously hungry I was. Slipping Azarus a quick thanks, I tore into the food in front of me, barely remembering to wash it down with the water from the pitcher in the center of the table. I ate everything on the plate that I was able, going as far as to suck every bit of meat I could off of the chicken bones. When I finished, I sat back with a satisfied sigh. I luxuriated in the feeling of a full stomach for a moment before turning my attention back to the others.

“Thanks again. I needed that.” I said to them gratefully.

“Thank him,” Azarus said wryly, jerking a thumb in Grey’s direction. “It’s not like I cooked it.”

Grey shrugged. “I was in the midst of cooking dinner when you returned. It was no trouble to make more.” He paused. “Well…in any case, I suppose we have a few things to discuss, don’t we?”

I fixed him with an unimpressed stare. “Uh-huh. We sure do, ‘Headmaster Greycton’.”

Grey winced slightly. “Ah, yes…” He said, scratching his beard sheepishly. “Azarus told me that Prince Elysael let that slip.”

“What I don’t understand.” I began, crossing my arms. “Is if you’re someone important, why you tried to hide it from me? I mean, I got the impression you were more important than you let on. It’s not like the Savoy Prince would go through all this trouble to hold someone captive in the middle of nowhere for just anyone. I, uh, I assume so anyway.” I finished, glancing at Azarus.

He shrugged at me and wiggled his hand back and forth.

Looking back at Grey, I continued. “It’s just odd, man. Why?”

“Ah…well, it’s both complicated and not at the same time.” Grey began, folding his hands in his lap. “To begin with, let me fully re-introduce myself. In actuality, I am Headmaster Greycton, of the Academy of Mystic Arts and Archmage of the Indigo Circle, at your service.” Before I could even speak, he held up a hand to stop me. “I know that none of those names or terms mean anything to you, Nathan. Please, let me explain from the beginning.”

Grey paused for a moment. “I am…somewhat well-known.” He began slowly, only to be interrupted by a snort of disbelief from Azarus. Casting an annoyed glance at him, Grey continued. “Both for some of my personal exploits and for my position. You see, the Academy is the foremost, and truly only place upon mainland Vereden where mysticality is explored in depth. What this translates to in practice, is that we teach young neophytes to harness the forces that reside beyond the reach of their Status. In other words, Magic and Cultivation.”

“So, you run a school basically. Like, the school. That right?” I asked Grey, curious.

My question made him let out a short laugh and smile wryly. “Yes, I suppose so. The Academy resides in Herztal, much to the consternation of certain political bodies. While we are largely an apolitical organization, the fact can’t be denied that while we admit students of all races that are eligible, our presence within the Human Kingdom leads to some parties equating us to them. This isn’t true of course, but the Academy has enjoyed a largely amicable relationship with the Royal House of Herztal for centuries.” His smile faded. “Which is what I believe contributed somewhat to my current predicament.”

Grey and Azarus shared a glance.

“I haven’t been entirely truthful with you about why I’m so eager to be rid of this place, Nathan,” Grey said to me seriously. “Truthfuly I’m confident that in time I could devise a method in which to free myself. In fact, I’m certain that Prince Anguis of House Savoy is counting on that eventually, in the fullness of time. However, I don’t have that time. I was captured and removed from my position for a very particular reason.”

Leaning forward, I interrupted him. “Because Herztal is at war?”

Grey raised his eyebrows at me in surprise before glancing at Azarus. He just shrugged at Grey, causing him to look back at me. “What have you heard, Nathan? Is this another thing the Prince told you?”

“Not really, no. I just heard something off-hand.” I replied, somewhat taken aback.

“Hmm. Well, you’re incorrect, Nathan. The Kingdom isn’t at war. It’s experiencing a civil war. One that is almost entirely my fault.” Grey told me gravely.

Azarus burst into the conversation. “Godsdammnit Grey!” He said frustratedly. “I’ve told you time and again, this whole mess isn’t your fault!”

Grey rounded on Azarus with more anger than I think I’ve ever seen from him. “And I’ve told you I disagree!” He snapped back. “They are my creations! I brought them into this world, and I’m responsible for anything they do! Anything they become! And certainly, anything that happens to them because I’m stuck in this damnable house!” He finished half a step from full-on shouting.

I was taken aback. This was the first sign of contention I’d ever seen between Grey and Azarus. They had, almost frustratingly, always presented an almost unified front whenever explaining things to me.

“Uh.” I broke in. I almost flinched when Grey’s eyes snapped back to me with speed. “What ‘creations’ are you talking about?”

Grey took a deep breath. “I…” He almost looked lost for a moment. “I’ve always been something of a…tinkerer, you could say. I enjoy experimenting, you must understand. I derive deep personal joy from pushing the farthest bounds of mysticality. I was born in a small farming community on the periphery of the Kingdom known as Hollow Hill. As I grew, I witnessed firsthand the problems that plague the common man. Even with a Status, Vereden is a harsh world. The constant struggle between a need to provide for one’s family, in combination with the need to fight off the beasts that plague the land left a deep impression on me. The travels that I’ve experienced over my long life had only reinforced this dichotomy. Fifty-three years ago, I hit upon an idea. What if…I could ease this burden?” He fixed me with an almost manic look. “What if I could improve the lives of all free-thinking sapients upon this world?! What if I could alleviate the common man of the need to choose between both worlds?!”

“Sounds…kind of arrogant,” I said to him slowly.

Grey deflated like a popped balloon and lowered his head. “Yes.” He whispered, almost ashamed. “Yes, it was. I was.”

The table was quiet for a moment.

Stirring, Grey continued, still staring at his hands. “But it worked, you see. Some time ago, I witnessed a unique type of monster in the northern highlands that inspired me. It appeared to be some kind of stone man. It was quite a fight; I can tell you. Very resistant to magic. I had to rely upon my companions in order to finish the creature off. I’ll never forget it, you know. It was called a Deviant Golem.” He recounted with a far-off look on his face.

I began to get an idea of where this was going. A bad idea.

“And so, I thought to myself.” Grey continued. “If the System can create a man out of stone, why can’t I? I began experimenting. It took me a decade of constant work, constant testing and retesting. So many, many failed prototypes. In the end, the first wasn’t even made of stone, but shining silver mithril. But I succeeded. Forty-three years ago, the first of the AutoVants were born. My Autonomous Servants.”

Finally looking up from his hands, Grey gave me a weak smile. “At first, they were difficult to produce. But over time, I refined the process of creating a fully functional AutoVant, eventually learning to create them from different materials. Even the stone I was so inspired by. Months of work became weeks. Weeks became days. Until the process of creating a single AutoVant was so streamlined that even a mere neophyte mage could likely enchant one, singlehandedly. I was ecstatic of course. I released the design process out into the Academy at large, and eventually the Kingdom itself freely. There was roaring, massive demand for them immediately. After all, why wouldn’t there be? For the farmers of the Kingdom, this meant they could delegate the endless backbreaking drudgery of farm work to a new type of tool. For the military, it meant they could drive the hostile creatures of this world farther beyond the frontier without risking soldiers. In all walks of Herztalian life, the AutoVant rapidly grew to prominence. It seemed as if the Kingdom was entering into a golden age. No longer did man have to toil endlessly, forsaking their individual passions.”

Grey sighed, and seemed to stare off into the distance.

“Of course, it didn’t last.” He nearly whispered, before locking eyes with me. “I did not design the AutoVants to be sapient, merely to accept verbal orders. But they didn’t stay that way. Five years ago, they slowly started to…wake up, for lack of a better term. The first of these was the very first that I created, all those years ago.” He took a deep breath before smiling widely. “I was astonished, but in my own way overjoyed. My pursuits had never left me with the time to pursue a family, and so I took this as a sign. I adopted her. My Sylvia…”

His smile faded.

“But it didn’t end there. More and more, the AutoVants began to achieve sapience all across the Kingdom. This caused some alarm and unrest of course, but nothing that wasn’t manageable. To this day, I have no idea why or how they gained full sapience, merely that they did. Eventually, the situation must have reached a tipping point of some sort, because the System took notice. Everyone upon Vereden received a simultaneous notification. ‘A new race has been detected, beginning System Initialization’.”

I furrowed my brow, breaking out of the spell I had fallen under listening to Grey. “Wait,” I said, holding up a hand. “I swear I’ve heard about that before. Isn’t System Initialization the thing that caused everyone to gain a Status centuries ago? Didn’t you say that never happened again?”

My words caused Grey to let out a short laugh. “A minor historical omission.” He admitted shamelessly. “At the time, I didn’t wish to overwhelm you with the full scope of the situation.”

I felt my eyebrow twitch. “Don’t do that again, dammit. Just tell me upfront.”

“Of course, Nathan.” Grey acquiesced, suspiciously easily. “Well, the Second Initialization, as it came to be called, accelerated the situation. Every remaining AutoVant that had not gained sapience already gained it immediately. In addition, all of them gained a Status, fully cementing their position among the peoples of Vereden. The AutoVants organized, and chose a new name for themselves.”

“The Sculpted.”

            

    
        Chapter 45 - Sculpted

    
    
    
    
                “Until this point in time,” Grey said. “AutoVants, the Sculpted, were legally considered to be property. Naturally, they objected to this legal status. Even before the Second Initialization, there were individuals that protested before the House of Lords their status as being little better than slaves, even after they had gained full sapience. These appeals went nowhere, however. There were, and are, a great many nobles in the House that have created an enormous amount of wealth off of the back of AutoVants. But it was only after they gained their Status and organized under their new, self-chosen racial name that they demanded, quite forcibly, to be granted their freedom. Again, they were denied.”

Grey scoffed.

“Unsurprising, in retrospect. In my long life, I’ve noticed that the nobility never truly changes. They have ever considered anyone not part of their ranks mere servants who exist to maintain their lavish lifestyles. Of course, they wouldn’t care if their servitors gained the ability to think and feel. If it wasn’t for the wisdom of the Royal family all those centuries ago, slavery would still be legal within Herztal. Ah, no offense intended, Azarus.” Grey said to Azarus, somewhat sheepishly.

Azarus shrugged, indifferent. “None taken. I agree with ya.”

“So,” I broke in. “What was the actual argument they gave for denying the, ah, Sculpted their freedom? If they had become a bunch of real boys and girls, and were even recognized by the System, what stopped them?”

Grey turned back to me and waved a hand irritably. “Some nonsense about how their prior legal status as property directly commissioned for a certain task superseded any claims of personhood. The majority opinion of the House was that they had the same legal status as a garden hoe. Bah! It was a transparent ploy to keep hold of the force that had so radically shifted the Herztalian markets, and the Sculpted knew it. So, they protested. En masse, they abandoned their posts and attempted to peacefully protest for their rights. The nobility did not appreciate this. Many times, the guards were called to break these mass protests up, citing that property did not have the right to free assembly. Eventually, these protests would escalate more and more often into outright violence. But it was difficult for such a young race to effectively fight back against such entrenched powers when their collective Statuses were so young. And so, they turned to me, to fight on their behalf.”

“I was happy to do so. After all, I felt a collective responsibility to the entire race, not to mention my direct adoption of one of their members. I stepped in and acted as a shield for these protests. The violence died down, and it seemed as if popular opinion was shifting in favor of the Sculpted. I strongly,” Grey said sarcastically, “Suspect that certain members of the House of Lords did not appreciate my intervention. It is at this point that I suspect Prince Anguis, Lord of House Savoy steps in, whispering in the ears of key House members. He likely saw an opportunity to destabilize the Kingdom from within. This collar around my neck came from his coffers, of this, I have no doubt. It is no small feat to restrain the Status of a person with my advanced level, and requires both powerful enchantments, exceedingly rare materials, and stupendous skill in order to create such a powerful collar.”

Grey sighed, rubbing his brow in frustration. “I don’t even truly know how they got it on me. I simply went to bed one night after a long day at the Academy, and when I woke, I was collared and bound in the back of a wagon traveling through the Barren Forest. I never even saw the face of the person who drove the wagon, I was only given minimal provisions through a small hatch at the front of the wagon. Weeks of non-stop travel later, we arrived in Addersfield and I was given to Magnus, and then promptly handed over to Azarus.”

“That was a damned surprise, let me tell you,” Azarus said wryly. “I wasn’t told why I had to come down here. Thought I was going to be babysitting Magnus, or something. Didn’t expect the gods-be-damned Headmaster of the Mystic Academy.”

Something occurred to me, and I grimaced. Uncomfortably, I motioned toward Grey’s legs. Or rather, lack of them. “So, uh, when did that happen?”

Grey’s face twisted in hatred. “Magnus.” He spat. “That feculent little toad wasn’t ordered to maim me in such a fashion, I’m certain of it. He merely wanted to do it anyway, with some poppycock excuse of ‘making sure I didn’t escape’. The only reason I was deprived of my legs was to satisfy his own twisted desires. And I. Will. Not. Forget. That.”

A tense silence fell over the table for a moment, before Grey visibly tried to calm himself down by letting out a long breath. “As it stands, to the best of my knowledge, the situation with the Sculpted immediately deteriorated with my absence. Forewarned of it, the nobles began to brutally crack down on any dissidence with increasingly severe violence. From what Azarus,” Grey nodded at him. “Has been able to find out, this was the breaking point for the Sculpted. They scattered, and rather than seek legal redress, they formed a rebellion. They found far more sympathy among the populace than anticipated, and thus many collaborators. Over the months since my capture, their rebellion has spiraled out of control into a full-on Herztalian civil war. There were many members of the House of Lords that always supported the Sculpted fight for freedom, and they took that chance to publicly support the rebellion with supplies, weaponry, and even soldiers. The situation is becoming untenable, and the High King is suspiciously silent. I’m sure Anguis is nearly cackling with glee at the chaos he helped concoct.”

Grey leaned forward on the table in order to better meet my eyes. The look on his face was intense. “Enter you, Nathan. While I might be able to concoct a method to free myself eventually, I don’t have that time. Whatever powers you may possess as a Precursor might well be able to free the both of us. I don’t mean to pressure you Nathan, but I need to be free from this cursed place. I need to be there, in the Kingdom, in order to settle this civil war. I need to prevent my country from burning to the ground, as a result of my actions. I need to find out what has happened to the High King. I need to be there in order to find out what has happened to my daughter.”

I took in a shuddering breath when he was finished, unaware that I had even stopped breathing. Right.

No pressure.

……………………………………...

After Grey’s explanation, we all agreed to retire for the night. It had been a long day for both Azarus and I, myself more than him. I think the food was the only thing that had been keeping me up during our conversation with how exhausted I was. Before we all broke for our respective rooms though, Grey asked me to meet him in his after breakfast. I was too tired at the time to ask what for. Climbing the stairs, entering my room, and flopping into my bed, I was out like a light nearly instantaneously. Thankfully, I didn’t have any nightmares.

I woke fairly early in the morning, but I still felt fairly rested. I took the time to just laze about in bed for a while. It was nice to be back in a moderately comfortable bed again after using a sleeping cot during our travels. It didn’t compare to the sinfully soft bed I’d used back in Rhoscara, but it was nice. Comforting, in its own way.

Rising out of bed with a groan and getting dressed in the same old, same old, I exited my room. Blearily, I shuffled down the stairs and into the kitchen. I was the only one in there, so I took the time to make myself a simple breakfast. Once I was done and had cleaned up after myself, I remembered that Grey had asked me to meet him in his room. Exiting the kitchen and walking over to his room beneath the stairs, I softly knocked on the door to see if he was awake.

“Come in.” I heard faintly through the door. Guess he was up.

Opening the door, I found that Grey was sitting in his wheelchair at his work desk. At my entrance, he turned to face me with a small smile. “Good morning, Nathan.” He said to me.

“Morning,” I replied. “Did you already eat?”

Grey made a dismissive motion with his hands. “No need. I’m perfectly fine. Enough about me though, I’m quite tired of speaking about myself after last night. Rather, I think we should begin your education on certain matters. Starting first with whatever Profession you acquired in Rhoscara. I’m quite excited to see what was unveiled.”

Walking further into the room, I took a seat on the bed not far from Grey. “Huh,” I said thoughtfully. “Well, last time I checked, it was locked. It was something called 'Aetherial Melding'. Did Azarus tell you that we, or rather I, experienced a System Judgement when I finally got Artistry from El-, er, the Prince?”

"Aetherial Melding?" Grey’s eyebrows rose. “He did not, in fact. Most intriguing, if not entirely unexpected. Whatever it is that you’ve gained as an eighth Profession is entirely unique, to the best of my knowledge. The name tells me nothing."

“Right.” I nodded. “So, it was locked, and the Prince told me that I would probably need to unlock my first class to unlock that too. Well, in the forest I managed to level up enough to get my first class-”

“Congratulations!” Grey broke in eagerly, leaning in. “What is it?”

“Ah.” I was somewhat taken aback. “Well, it’s something called Thornblade Acolyte. From class selection, it told me it was an intelligence and dexterity class. It, uh, kinda saved my life. Not sure I would have gotten out of the forest alive without the skills it gave me.”

“Oh? Intelligence and dexterity classes are uncommonly taken during first selection.” Grey said musingly. “I don’t typically recommend it to most students, but I believe it’s viable with your advanced proportion of Virtue points. I’m not personally familiar with the ‘Thornblade’ prefix, but ‘Acolyte’ is well-researched indeed.”

“Is that the way classes work then? Prefixes and suffixes in combination that determine the function?” I asked curiously.

“Broadly speaking, yes,” Grey answered. “At least, when it comes to lower-tier classes like your own. But enough about classes, you were saying that your mysterious eighth Profession was previously locked, yes? Have you checked if it’s been unlocked yet?”

I shoot my head. “No, I was too exhausted after getting home yesterday, and I was too busy running for my life in my forest to think about it. Gimme a sec.”

Mentally pulling up my Status, I felt relief flow through me. Despite Ely’s reassurances, a little bit of the panic attack I’d had all those weeks ago still lingered in the back of my mind. But I had definitely unlocked something.
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Woah, what? Last I'd checked, I'd been level ten when I selected my class in the forest.

Wait.

Hadn't that screen before I'd picked Thornblade Acolyte said something about level fourteen? It had been in parenthesis, though. Huh. Maybe I'd just been prevented from getting those extra levels before I picked my class. Well, whatever. Before I spoke to Grey, I went ahead and assigned my free points. That brought my Vitality and Perception to twenty-three, my Dexterity to thirty-six, and my Intelligence and Wisdom to forty-nine.

Damn, but I'd gotten a ton out of killing that snake monster. I wonder what the deal with that was?

Once I'd seen my main Status screen, I maneuvered over to the Profession pane and its glowing web.

After examining my Status for a few moments, I closed it and looked up at Grey. “Yup, it’s unlocked alright,” I said to him, a little bit of my relief coloring my voice. "But the symbol in the center has changed. The fist opened up."

At Grey's raised eyebrow, I continued.

"It's an open palm, now."

            

    
        Chapter 46 - Aetherial Melding

    
    
    
    
                “And, well, my entire Profession pane has changed. Again.” I said to Grey.

It had. Again. For like the third time or something.

Where before it had been a series of seven concentric circles with an eight in the middle, those were all gone. None of the symbols for the seven Professions I had chosen were even there anymore. Now it was just the open palm in the center, larger than before and no longer bound by a circle. It was still radiating out a blue light, though. I guess that this open hand was the symbol for my ‘Aetherial Melding’, whatever that meant.

I explained all of this Grey.

“Fascinating…” He breathed. “Beyond even the existence of an eighth Profession, I cannot recall a single historical example of such a thing. The alignment of a Status window so radically changing shape is unheard of, and curious indeed.”

Honestly, to me, it seemed more like a webpage that was constantly being updated. The developer, in this case, the System, just kept adding or changing things to a ‘page’ and deciding they didn’t like the layout. I decided not to try and explain the oftentimes byzantine process of webpage design to Grey.

“Sure,” I told him. “Whatever you say. But, uh, why don’t we try and see what it does? So, how do you use a Profession? Do you just, like, activate it like a skill?”

Grey snapped out of his scholarly fascination in order to shoot me an amused look. “'Use a Profession?’ Nathan, Professions aren’t skills. You merely create things that fall within their category.”

I was startled. “Wait. Wait a second. Are you telling me that when someone says they’re, say, a Medicinal Alchemist and they want to make a Healing potion. They have to just…follow some kind of… recipe… in order to get one?” I said, starting to feel foolish as I spoke.

By the grin on Grey’s face, he thought I was as well. “Yes Nathan, that’s exactly what I’m saying. I can see where you’ve gotten the idea that even Professions are skill intensive, much like most of the System, considering your relative newness to it. But no, one merely learns how to create items that exist within their specialization in order to contribute to their Profession’s Impact. This is also the only way that you’re going to be receiving any Status Aether from the System for your creations. There are no levels to the Profession system, no skills beyond the skill you possess. Which is why your eighth Profession is so curious, really. Neither Azarus or I have any idea what field of crafting is not covered by the seven already existing Professions.”

Something about that explanation didn’t sit right with me. After a moment, I realized what it was. “But…that doesn’t make sense,” I said to Grey, leaning forward. “You’re telling me that most people learn two highly specialized, differing methods of crafting entirely on their own? Even most peasants devote their life to two, maybe contradictory, ways to make a living? That doesn’t make sense, man.”

Grey gave me a puzzled look. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean, Nathan. That’s exactly what I’m saying, as I have already explained to you before why most people take two Professions.”

“But…” I started, waving a hand in a frustrated manner. “It doesn’t make sense, man! Learning a trade, one trade, is a lifelong process! How are people supposed to have any time to themselves if they’re always learning and experimenting and devoting themselves to two differing paths! Most things they make should be middling at best if they always have to think about their second Profession!”

“It doesn’t work like that at all, Nathan,” Grey said confusedly. “Even your average peasant is fully capable of acquiring the necessary skill in order to be considered a master in their chosen Professions. Well, if they put a modicum of effort into it.” He paused, taking in my own confusion. “Are you perhaps saying that’s how it works back on your home planet?”

“Yes!” I said, pointing at him. “That’s exactly what I’m saying! People, normal people, don’t typically have the mental capacity to devote themselves to two differing paths at once! Absolutely not the degree they’re even going to become a master at it before they’re an old man. I’m telling you; the System has got to be helping your learning rate if your regular Joe-Bob peasant is able to learn how to build perfect houses and how to butcher perfectly at the same time!”

“Hmm.” Grey pondered. “It’s an interesting theory, Nathan. I can’t say I’ve ever heard this specific idea about the Profession system. Certainly, it’s been postulated that there must be some kind of active component to it beyond generating Impact. However, the theories I’ve read and heard have rather focused on the output itself. The old belief was that merely possessing a certain Profession instilled a certain intrinsic mystical quality to the items you create. However,” He said, raising a hand with a smile. “For once, you’re the one who’s run off on an academic tangent. We were discussing your new Profession, remember?”

I settled down, a little sheepish. “Ah, yeah. Right.” I paused. “So…if Professions don’t use skills…and every kind of crafting you know of is covered already…and we don’t know what ‘Aetherial Melding’ does…what now?”

Grey tapped his fingers on the arm of his wheelchair in thought. “Well, I suppose all we have is speculation. As I said, I truly doubt that it is activated as a skill, but that’s no reason to discount the possibility. I’ve prepared a small collection of herbs right here,” He turned around and motioned to a small tray on the desk behind him. “That can be used to create a weak Healing potion. Merely some Moonwort, Ae’la Vine, and Bronzeleaf, nothing special. Give it a try.”

At his urging, I stood up from where I was sitting on his bed and walked over to the desk. Exchanging one last glance with Grey, I held my hands out over the tray of herbs laying next to a bottle half full of water. I gave it a shot and tried to activate it out loud. “Aetherial Melding,” I said, concentrating.

Nothing happened.

“Not unexpected,” Grey said, unphased.

I dropped my hands from over the tray and crossed my arms in thought. I looked back over at Grey. “What next? You’re the expert here.”

Grey snorted. “An expert in a previously unknown Profession, am I? Truly, your confidence is inspiring.” He said, only mildly sarcastic. “Well, I do have at least one idea. The wording ‘Aetherial Melding’ is curious to me. Despite being the cornerstone of all mystic arts, Aether is rarely so directly mentioned. Perhaps the Profession has something to do with Aether itself?”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “So…how do we get some raw Aether then?”

“I will provide what we need,” Grey said. “The production and manipulation of raw mystical energy is a fairly advanced technique in the arsenal of a Magi. It has little actual practical applications that we’ve been able to find, merely being a training tool. Thankfully, I still have some minor capabilities available to me despite this damnable collar and can provide it. One moment.”

Grey cupped his hands in front of him and furrowed his brow in concentration. Nothing happened for a few seconds before something began to coalesce above his open palms. Slowly swirling into existence, spinning like a planet on its axis, an orb of cool silver light formed. In its depths, I could see the occasional flash of an obsidian aurora.

I was impressed, despite myself. I still hadn’t gotten completely used to magic, and this was pretty damn magical.

Grey breathed out heavily once he had finished forming the orb. He looked up at me expectedly.

I stared back at him, nonplussed. “What am I supposed to do with it?”

“Ah,” Grey said, embarrassed. “Perhaps first try and sense it?”

“And how do I do that?” I said impatiently. “It’s not like I know what I’m doing here.”

“Just…try, Nathan,” Grey said frustratedly. “This is one of those aspects of being a Magi that comes naturally to everyone. An Aetherial sense can be refined, but all Magi can sense the presence of mystical energies. You cannot quite be called Magi as of yet, but you should still possess some ability due to your Virtues.”

Whatever, worth a shot.

I approached Grey and held my hands over the ball of light. I didn’t feel anything, to be honest. The ball didn’t give off any heat, and its slow-spinning wasn’t affecting the air around it. I looked up at Grey. “Can I…touch it? It’s not going burn me or anything, will it?”

“It will not burn you, no,” Grey said to me.

Stretching out my index finger to the Aether, I lightly lay it upon the orb. He was right, it didn’t burn me, but it did do something. The moment I laid a finger on it, it was as if a shot of cool lightning ran down my spine. I felt energized in a way I’d never felt, while at the same time, it felt like all the small hairs on my body stood straight up at once. Honestly, it was pretty pleasant.

But in the background, over the invigorating feeling, I swear I could feel something. I closed my eyes and furrowed my brow, trying to chase it. I stood there over Grey, almost unconsciously fully laying both of my hands on top of the ball of Aether for several minutes chasing the feeling. Slowly, I managed to track it down.

It was…like a wave, but not? No, that’s not right. It was like a pulse. Not like a heartbeat, but more like a drum. What was strange though, is that it didn’t feel like it was originating from the orb of Aether. Rather, it felt like I could feel a continuous pulse, originating from all directions, breaking over the ball of energy in front of me and outlining it in my mind's eye. I furrowed my brow in confusion, feeling out what I could. Where was the pulse coming from? From what Grey had told me before, Aether was all around us and was a fundamental component of all mystical energies. If something was breaking over the surface of this ball as if it was incompatible…

I opened my eyes and frowned at Grey in confusion. “That isn’t Aether, is it?”

Grey smiled at me widely. “Well done, Nathan. Indeed, this is not Aether at all. This is pure Mana, the refined component of Aether that Magi utilize.”

“But I thought you said you were going to supply some raw Aether?” I said confusedly.

“Did I? Or did I merely say I would provide what we need?” Grey said mysteriously. “In truth, Nathan, nobody can produce and manipulate raw Aether. The entire System would collapse if we could. If one could simply learn how to process and manipulate Aether at a whim, what would stop them from funneling that Aether into their Status and growing in strength infinitely?”

“Ah,” I said. “That makes sense, I guess. So…what was I feeling?”

“The impression of the worlds Aether is what you felt,” Grey answered. “We cannot sense Aether by ourselves, but we can sense its wake as it interacts with another energy. In this case, Mana. This kind of rudimentary Aetherial sense is something that all Magi and Cultivators are capable of. There are, of course, more advanced forms of mystical sensing, but that is beyond the scope of your ability at present.”

“Huh,” I said thoughtfully.

“Indeed,” Grey said wryly. “Being a Magi often means working around such restrictions in creative ways. Why, in fact-”

I held up a hand to stop him. “Gimme a second,” I muttered his way, laying my hands around the orb of Mana again. I’d had an idea. I concentrated, barely aware of the fact that Grey had stopped speaking. Shortly, I found the pulse again and concentrated on it, this time listening more intently. I know that Grey had said that people couldn’t directly sense Aether by itself, but…

It didn’t feel that way to me.

Now that I was paying more attention, and knew what I was looking at, I could sense…or hear…or even sort of see in my mind’s eye something else. Every time that the pulse, which emanated at a steady rate, struck an object it was like the object itself sort of pulsed back. It wasn’t one-to-one, and it wasn’t at the same strength. But there was undoubtedly a response, and it was different. When an object responded, it was like I could feel some kind of pool of energy residing in it.

Slowly, I moved my hands off of the orb, concentrating all the while to make sure that I could keep track of the pulse. It was difficult, and the pulse became steadily harder to feel the more I moved away from the orb of Mana. I stood still for a moment to make sure I could keep a hold of it. Once I was sure that I had a grasp on the Aetherial pulse in my mind’s eye, I slowly moved in the direction of the desk, and towards the tray that held the potion herbs from earlier. Laying my hands on them, I concentrated harder.

There. I could sense it. Every time the greater pulse struck the herbs, I could feel a resonance from them, emanating from a pool of energy within them. Carefully, barely aware of what I was doing and guided by an instinct I didn’t understand, I reached out with my hand and touched the herb on top of the pile.

I touched the pool of power within the herb, as well. Somehow.

It responded.

The reservoir of energy inside the herb strengthened somehow, resonating with me now. I could feel it more closely. I could feel the potential inside of it. In a daze, I gathered all of the herbs on the tray into my hands and held them. One by one, all of them began to resonate with me. Within my cupped hands, the boundaries that separated each pool of power began to break down. Before long, I could feel only one font of energy in my clutched hands, swirling together to form a greater whole. Dazed, eyes still tightly closed, I held my hands over the small glass bottle of water on the tray and let the power drizzle out of my cupped hands and down into the mouth and neck of it. Slowly, I opened my eyes.

On the tray, sitting inside the bottle was a bright, cherry red liquid.

“Nathan…” I heard Grey breathe. Sluggishly, I turned my head to see him. Grey was sitting on the edge of his seat, eyes bulging out of their sockets in astonishment. I’d never seen him so stunned. “What did you do?”

“I…” I tried to answer. I didn’t manage it.

I passed out instead.

            

    
        Chapter 47 - Testing

    
    
    
    
                I awoke to the sound of rattling drawers and the muttering of Grey. I was laying in his bed again, in a mirror of my first day here. He must have moved me here after I had…passed out? Was that what had happened to me? Groggily, I raised my head to look around. I don’t think I had been out for very long, based on the light streaming through the window. Off to the side, I spied Grey hunched over his desk messing with something. I guess that was where the muttering was coming from.

I tried to sit up more, only to be hit with an almost bone-deep wave of exhaustion when I did so. Flopping back down onto the bed, I must have made a noise. Grey stopped his muttering and fidgeting and turned around to peer at me. I had to withhold a smile at his appearance. He was wearing a pair of oversized goggles of some kind. They were festooned with bits and bobs of a type that I didn’t recognize, and must have had some kind of magnification built into the lenses. The effect left his eyes looking comically large.

“Ah.” Grey blinked at me. “Welcome back to the land of the living, Nathan.”

“I-” I tried to say, before breaking out into a fit of coughs. Grey wheeled over to my bed, helping me to sit up. I was surprised at how weak I felt, and how much help I needed in order to just sit up in a bed. Once I was up, Grey handed me a glass of water sitting on his bedside. I took it gratefully, taking a few greedy gulps. Holding onto it, I tried again. “How long was I out?”

“Oh, perhaps an hour,” Grey said, taking off his goggles and resting them in his lap. “Not long. In retrospect, I’m not terribly surprised once I examined you.”

I took a breath, starting to feel a little better. “Yeah? What happened to me? One moment I was doing…something with, uh, I guess ‘Aetherial Melding’. The next, I’m out.”

“Complete Stamina drain,” Grey answered matter of factly. “So much so, that you drew on your own life force briefly to supplement your output.”

I tensed in sudden nervousness. “That…doesn’t sound good.”

Grey waved me off, completely at ease. “Oh, it only sounds worse than it is. While it’s sub-optimal to draw upon your own life force, or more technically the inherent Aether of your soul, you’re fine. You didn’t draw deeply enough to injure yourself, merely to exhaustion. You should recover shortly, although I don’t recommend drawing on your Stamina again until much later in the day.”

I let out a breath. “Okay then.” I paused briefly to sit up in a more comfortable position, already starting to feel better. “So…Stamina drain. I guess I…tried too hard or something? Making that potion? You know, we’ve never even talked about what Stamina is. I know Mana, Aether, and sort of know Ki, but not Stamina.”

“Making that potion, he says,” Grey muttered under his breath disbelievingly. He shook his head. “Stamina is easily explained. It’s believed to merely be a by-product waste energy produced by a soul. In truth, you don’t keep a Stamina bar for long, if you desire to be a Classer. It’s completely replaced by Mana or Ki upon performing the needed rituals to break through the first threshold. As for your first question…Let’s start from the top, shall we? Nathan, did you understand what you were doing?”

I frowned slightly, fiddling with the glass of water in my hands and staring off into space. “Sort of? I’m not going to lie, a large amount of what I did was instinct. It’s…hard to describe. It’s like I had control of myself, but there was a separate layer of understanding over everything. I don’t want to say it was anything like a System interface or something but…” I made a noise of frustration, looking back over to Grey. He was leaning forward in his chair, chin resting on an arm propped up on his leg, listening intently. “Using Aetherial Melding felt both instinctual and guided at the same time. Am I making sense?”

Grey was silent for a moment, before making a vague noise of assent. “Hmm. Continue, please. Try and describe the process.”

Over the next several minutes, I explained everything I had done with the herbs to Grey. I told him about the waves of Aether, and how they seemed to resonate with the Aether within the ingredients. I told him about how they responded somehow to both myself and the Aether of the planet that he had described to me earlier. I told him about how once all of the herbs had begun resonating with me, the boundaries that separated them began to break down.

“How?” Grey interrupted me. “How did you break down the boundaries separating each herb's individual Aether pool?”

All I could do was shrug at Grey’s question, to his frustration. I had no idea how I had done that. It was one of the things that had felt guided.

Once I had finished my explanation about how I had done everything, about how I had merged the Aether of the herbs together, I fell silent. Grey was visibly pondering what I had told him.

“Extraordinary.” He commented after some time, before focusing back on me. “Before we continue, let me tell you my own findings.” He wheeled away from the bed and back over to the desk, motioning for me to follow him.

I stood up from the bed, still exhausted, but recovered enough to manage standing. I shuffled over to the desk to see what Grey wanted to show me.

“This,” Grey said, motioning to the potion I had made, still sitting on the tray. “Is ridiculous. It is indeed a minor Healing Potion, but not like any I’ve ever seen before. It is, quite frankly, too good. Unnaturally so. I have seen grandmaster alchemists, myself included, struggle to create a potion this perfectly brewed, if such a word even applies. The potency of this potion is such that it could nearly be considered a regular strength Healing Potion. Which, I assure you, is quite an accomplishment, considering the weak ingredient base used in its creation. I have never seen the like, and if I had, I would have most likely taken the creator as a personal apprentice.”

“Huh,” I said, quite intelligently. “How do you know how good it is?”

“Observe,” Grey told me, pointing to two small, rectangular pieces of paper laying next to the tray. “This is Aether reactive paper. Quite expensive to make, and I have limited quantities of it in my captivity. I was terribly surprised that the Prince was even willing to supply me the small amount I have. The point is, this type of paper is useful in alchemy to determine relative strength between potions.”

Okay, so kind of like PH strips back home. Only, magic, and not like PH strips at all.

Whatever.

I focused back on Grey.

“The paper on the left.” He pointed towards it. “Was treated with a random weak Healing Potion that I have on hand. While the one on the right was treated with the potion you created. Do you see the difference?”

I focused on the two strips of paper at his behest. On both pieces of paper, there was a small droplet of absorbed liquid, likely from the two droppers I noticed off to the side. On both strips, the area where the liquid had been placed wasn’t red like I would think it was, considering the color of the potion. No, both of them were green, oddly enough. At first glance, I couldn’t tell the difference. But taking a closer look…

I looked back up at Grey. “The one on the right is a little blue?” I asked unsurely.

Grey smiled at me and nodded. “Indeed. The way these papers work is by assessing their relative rarity as measured by the System. Very often, a mere diagnostic skill like Observe does not have the requisite detail to give precise readings for objects. This paper helps provide a…somewhat more accurate reading on the rarity of liquid applied. Of course,” He waved a hand dismissively. “Mere color analysis isn’t precise enough oftentimes, which is why there are even more specialized tools to analyze these results. Alas, I do not possess them here.”

“Rarity, huh,” I said to Grey. “How does that work?” I remembered seeing what I’d thought were rarity indicators on my class selection screen.

“Oh, yes.” He blinked. “Ah, well. It’s the method that the System uses to determine the relative strength between items and Classes. Nearly universally, an object of a higher rarity is either more potent or more powerful. Fairly easy to remember. In order, they are Poor, Common, Superior, Rare, Legendary, Artifact, and Unique. Correspondingly, their colors are white, green, blue, purple, red, gold, and a rather fetching rainbow color.”

I raised my eyebrows in interest. “Rainbow, huh? Like the color of my skill?” I was referring to the aurora that my skill The Scintillant Blade surrounded weapons I held in.

“Indeed. Quite a coincidence, wouldn’t you say?” Grey smiled wryly. “Back on topic though, as you noted both potions read as Common in quality. However, the one that you created is of such a purity that it is verging into Superior quality. Very curious, as I rarely notice such a phenomenon in regards to lower quality goods.”

I nodded to show I understood. “All right, I get it. What now, then? Where do we go from here?”

“Why, we experiment of course!” Grey said cheerfully. “Your new Profession is curious indeed, and I for one am quite eager to test the limits of it. What else can it be applied to? What determines a successful creation? How freeform can your creations be, using this Profession? I already have theories about how it functions, but I’m excited to either prove or disprove them!”

I held up a hand. “Not to rain on your parade, but slow down there. Is this it then? Is this Profession the silver bullet, the secret weapon you’ve been hoping I had? Do you think this is what we need?”

Grey visibly calmed himself at my words, folding his hands in his lap. “Possibly.” He answered soberly. “Very possibly, indeed. While it is not the fantastical solution that I had hoped for, it is promising. I had, rather foolishly in hindsight, imagined you manifesting some completely ridiculous skill to solve all of our problems with a wave of your hand. I really should know better by now, at my age. While knowledge of Precursors is rare, the System simply doesn’t provide solutions without a degree of effort attached. It’s a fantastical ability, of course, but if we are to devise a method of escape through its use, it will require research.”

I took a deep breath, and then let it out in a long exhale. I nodded. “All right. I’m up for it. Where do we start?”

Grey let out a small, short laugh. “Well, first you have to recover enough Stamina in order to use it again, Nathan. We don’t want you drawing on your life force any more than you need to, hmm?”

I felt my face redden before I coughed into my fist in embarrassment. “Right, right. Yeah.”

“No need to worry,” Grey said, smiling and shaking his head. “I believe you’ll have recovered enough to start attempting small experiments after lunch. The food will help in that matter. Speaking of, I believe we’re approaching that time. I don’t know if you’re hungry, but I’m feeling a mite peckish myself.”

Since I wasn’t in an anime or something, my stomach didn’t choose that convenient time to rumble. But I was definitely feeling a bit of emptiness in my belly and told Grey that.

We decided to take a brief break for lunch.

……………………………………..

Grey and I threw together a short, simple lunch from whatever we could find in the cupboard. Azarus didn’t join us, but I wasn’t too bothered by it. I could hear the audible, rhythmic hammering of his own work from out back in the smithy. Grey told me it wasn’t uncommon for him to get lost in his work. I guess we could tell him later what we had discovered about my new Profession.

Once we were situated back in Grey’s room, we got to work. This time, Grey had me testing at a much reduced intensity than immediately trying to create a potion. For now, Grey had me trying to sense and break down single ingredients to see what would happen. He was pretty happy about what we found.

“Well, I’ll be,” Grey said wonderingly, holding a small vial of my latest attempt up to the light beaming through his window. He turned it back and forth, letting the light stream through the small amount of thin pearlescent liquid within. “As I suspected, you’re creating Essences wholesale from the raw ingredients.”

This last time, Grey had given me a small, white tuber and asked me to try and break it down into a bottle. When asked what it was, he told me it was a powerful restorative named Mirthroot.

I was resting after this last attempt, leaning back on my hands on Grey’s bed. “Yeah? What’s that?” I said once I had caught my breath.

Grey snapped out of his wonder to look over at me. “Ah, essentially an Essence is a purified form of an ingredient in Alchemy. Think of them as the purest expression of a particular ingredient. Very useful, if not somewhat wasteful to create in the traditional method. Typically, you need a not insignificant amount of a particular ingredient in order to distill one. If someone had told me that one day, I would be holding an Essence created from a one-to-one conversion of particularly ornery ingredient like Mirthroot, I would have laughed in their face.” He set the bottle back down on the desk before corking. “I’ll just be holding onto that. It’ll be quite useful in my work. Now, let’s get back to testing, shall we?”

I sighed at the nearly manic excitement on Grey’s face, before sitting back up. I guess there was more work to be done.

            

    
        Chapter 48 - Ghrian Dorcha

    
    
    
    
                “Interestin’.” Azarus said idly, cutting into the steak on his plate.

After we had gotten back from our lunchtime break, Grey and I worked on testing my new Profession for the rest of the day. In between breaks to let my mana recover, Grey had me identifying and breaking down alchemical ingredients and herbs all day. I hadn’t seen the point in repeatedly breaking down herbs when I’d already shown I could do it, and I’d said that to Grey. He had patiently explained to me that this was merely practice in getting me to use the Profession, in getting me in the mindset where I could resonate materials and break them down. I’d known I entered a form of trance every time I tried using Aetherial Melding, but I hadn’t been aware that each time I did it was nearly ten minutes of effort on my part. I guess I could see the utility in speeding up the process, but honestly, I think part of it was Grey wanted more Alchemical Essences to work with as well.

Once the sun had started to go down and we’d heard Azarus stomp back into the house, we had mutually decided to stop for the night. Well, mutually after I had browbeaten Grey a little, considering how much that guy liked to research. I needed to stop, honestly. It’s not that I wasn’t enjoying what we were doing on some level, but goddamn was it exhausting after a while. I hadn’t expected repeatedly exhausting my Stamina reserves to be so physically exhausting as well. I guess magic needed plenty of effort, just like everything else in life.

After making our way to the kitchen, which had by default become the household’s meeting place, Grey had started making dinner. On one hand, I felt a little bad about making an elderly disabled man cook for three people. On the other, not only was he good at it, but he seemed to derive a simple joy from it. Even if I don’t think I was a bad cook myself, I’d let him have it.

Azarus had entered the kitchen at around the time Grey had finished, fresh from the bath. Once we’d settled down to eat, conversation about my new Profession naturally flowed from there.

“Interesting?” Grey spluttered. “That’s all you have to say? It’s an entirely new Profession that works by directly manipulating Aether! It’s more than a little bloody interesting!”

Azarus snorted, directing his fork to point at Grey. “Yeah, and that’s interesting like I said. We’ll see how it works with forging later, I suppose. Don’t forget, you were the one that were so excited about this…Aetherial Melding, yeah?” He said, looking over at me. At my amused nod, he continued. “I just think it’s neat, that’s all.”

“Neat, he says,” Grey muttered, cutting into his own steak vigorously. “Neat my well-educated behind. This is damned revolutionary for the Aetherial sciences…” He continued to mutter to himself under his breath.

When Grey wasn’t listening, Azarus shot me a smirk. I just shook my head at their antics with a smile and got back to eating. The rest of the table set to eating in mostly companionable silence. Once everyone was finished, the conversation picked up again.

“So,” I said to Azarus, content to have a full belly. “Do you want me to try and forge some stuff with you tomorrow then?”

“Eh, I’d like that, but we can’t,” Azarus answered with a lazy shrug. “With all the excitement lately, we forgot we had another commitment to see to. Remember?”

I stared at him blankly for a moment, baffled.

“Bleddyn.” Azarus reminded me.

Oh. Oh…shit. The ‘butcher’, who was actually an old-timey barber. The one that had taught me Fleshcraft. The one that had only taught me the Profession under the condition that I would return and learn from him.

“Well, you know, that’s kind of a problem now,” I said wryly. “Considering I don’t even have a Fleshcraft Profession anymore.”

“Aye.” Azarus grimaced. “And he’s not going to let go of this. Some kind of matter of honor thing with his people.”

Grey looked up from his plate. “Ah, the butcher, yes? I believe he’s one of the hill folk? I’ve had dealings with his people before, and it’s not likely to be an issue.” He leaned forward. “In fact, I believe there’s an easy way to bring him into confidence in regards to Nathan's new Profession. After all, he still needs to test the other Professions fields than what we can provide.”

“Are ya mad?” Azarus blurted out. “I like Bleddyn, I do. But I don’t know if I trust him with any of our secrets.”

Grey waved off his concerns with a hand holding a fork. “Normally, I would agree, but the hill folk and I have an understanding. When you go to him, simply ask him to keep a secret at the request of Ghrian Dorcha. No true son of the hills would deny you then. And besides, it’s not as if we’re reading him in on our intentions to escape. Merely…requesting his assistance with an unusual skill.”

Azarus and I shared a glance.

I leaned forward. “Ghrian Dorcha, huh. What’s that about?”

“Hmm, an epithet that I received during a Grand Aonach of the hill clans after I performed a service for them. This was…some time ago indeed, my my. Where do the years go…” Grey trailed off, staring into space for a moment. After a moment, he shook his head. “In any case, you’ll be fine. I suspect your friend Bleddyn will be an asset in our quest to understanding your new Profession, Nathan.”

I took a deep breath before nodding. “All right, I’ll…take your word for it.” I looked over at Azarus. “So, I guess we’re going into town tomorrow then?”

Azarus looked between Grey and me for a moment before throwing up his hands in frustration. “Fine. Fine! We’ll do it your bloody way then. Aye, we’ll head into town in the morning. Be it on your heads if this blows up in our faces.”

……………………………………..

I had trouble sleeping that night. I don’t know what caused it, but I found myself tossing and turning in my bed for hours. I was exhausted after a long day of testing, but somehow, I couldn’t get my mind quiet enough to rest. All I could do was think about Atherial Melding, for some reason. I was excited.

Something in me was honestly a little giddy about what I had spent the day doing. Thinking back on it, the hours had flown by with Grey because I had truly been enjoying myself. Beyond all the System and Status stuff, beyond the elves and dwarves, making things with magic had really appealed to something deep inside of me. I’d had moments of wonder before about the world I had found myself in, but nothing on this scale. It was mystical in a way that appealed to the memory of my younger self, who would spend hours upon hours reading fantasy books. Sometimes just to block out the world.

Eventually, I must have passed out, if from nothing but pure fatigue. I must not have slept long, because it felt like only minutes later I was woken up by a pounding on my door. The pounding continued for a few moments, but I was too out of it to tell if the person on the other side had said anything. Whatever, it was probably Azarus, and I knew what he was up to. Judging by the light coming in through my window, it must have just been after sunrise. Blearily, after a few minutes of trying to wake up, I stumbled out of bed. After getting dressed and splashing my face with water in the washroom, I lurched my way downstairs to a kitchen.

Azarus was in there and greeted me with a grunt. For once, I didn’t say anything back and just grunted in return. I just made myself some tea and helped myself to some of the toast Azarus had left out on the counter. After a quick, silent breakfast, we mutually decided it was time to leave for town, with minimal conversation. I guess neither of us was in much of a talking mood today.

Once we got on the path to town from Azarus’s house, I started to feel more human, rather than a shambling corpse.

I broke the silence. “We doing this the way Grey said?”

Azarus merely grunted in assent.

The rest of the walk into town was silent between us. It didn’t feel adversarial or awkward or something. It just felt like neither of us had anything to say.

Once we got closer to town, I slipped in behind Azarus and adopted my usual deferential posture among other dwarves. I most likely needn’t have bothered, because we didn’t see anyone else on the main thoroughfare. I guess not everyone wanted to be out and about at the ass-crack of dawn like Azarus. After a short walk, we reached the butcher shop. This time, Azarus didn’t bother kicking in the door like last time, merely opening it like a normal person. Inside, the human woman I’d had a few run-ins with wasn’t behind the counter this time. Instead, it was Vandimar, the dwarven owner of the shop. Strangely enough, he was eating his own breakfast at the front counter.

Our entrance caused the bell above the door to jingle, catching his attention mid-sip from a steaming mug. Hurriedly setting it down, Vandimar smiled tiredly at us.

“Ah, welcome, welcome my friends.” He said in a low voice. “Come in. We haven’t opened quite yet, but most of us are up.”

Azarus and I approached the counter. I broke the silence first, looking around. “Where’s Rachel?”

Vandimar grimaced at my question, cupping his hands around his mug. “Ah. Yes. She is…indisposed. I’m afraid that one of the fellows that were involved in Lord Magnus’s…hunt was a relation of hers. He did not survive the encounter, I’m afraid. As it is, I’ve given her leave to process the loss. I’d ask you to leave her to her grief, for now.” He smiled wanly at me. “I was quite distressed to hear of your involvement in that debacle, Mr. Hart. I’m relieved to see you in good health.”

I let out a long sigh. So, one of those other poor bastards was family to Rachel, then. I…hadn’t even thought to ask what had happened to them after I had gotten out of the forest. Did that make me a bad person? I had just automatically assumed they were dead. Which, apparently at least one of them was. I decided to ask about the other one.

My question caused Vandimar to raise one perfectly sculpted eyebrow at me. “You did not know? You were the only survivor of the…expedition, Mr. Hart.”

“I didn’t think to ask,” I said quietly, a little ashamed of myself. I may have gone through hell in there, but those other guys were people too, Goddammit. “I was pretty out of it after everything, and then yesterday we were busy with something…” I trailed off.

“I see,” Vandimar said softly. “Do not be ashamed, Mr. Hart. I’m certain it was a traumatizing experience, and we all experience trauma differently.”

I exhaled. That didn’t really excuse it though, as far as I was concerned. “The next time you see her, can you give her my condolences?”

“I will do so, Mr. Hart.” Sitting up more on his stool and pushing his plate to the side, Vandimar smiled wider at us. “Now! What can I do for you gentlemen?”

Azarus finally spoke up from where he had been hanging back. “Got to see Bleddyn about something. And…” He dug around in his pocket for something, pulling out a small leather bag. He underhand tossed it across the counter. Vandimar caught it neatly and pulled on the drawstring to look inside. He took a long, drawn-out smell of the contents and then cinched it closed with a smile.

“Thank you, Lord Azarus.” Vandimar inclined his head. “Once again, you pull through. Bleddyn is in the back. I believe he’s setting up for the day.”

Azarus grunted and started to make his way behind the counter and through the door. I followed him, after exchanging one last set of acknowledging nods with Van. My last sight of him was an understanding smile before the door closed behind me.

            

    
        Chapter 49 - Thunderheart Oath

    
    
    
    
                Inside the back room was the same preparation room I’d seen weeks ago. It didn’t seem to have changed all that much. It was still tiled, with knives and tools scattered across the large wooden tables situated along the wall. It still had hooks hanging from the ceiling, and it still had a large metal door along the left side. I’d learned last time that it led to a large-scale version of the stasis cabinet from back home, to store the meat.

We didn’t have to wait for Bleddyn this time though, as he was in the prep area. Before we came in, he seemed to have been preparing for the day in his own way by sharpening his tools. He was standing at the central wooden table, surrounded by knives of all kinds, one in his right and a long iron rod in the other. He’d stopped at our entrance, looking up at Azarus and I as we entered his domain. He raised an eyebrow at us.

“Mornin’.” Bleddyn greeted us, sounding not at all phased by the early hours. I guess he was a morning person. “I’d heard you lot were back in town, what with the feckin’ hunt and all. Didn’t expect you though, Azarus. Thought we agreed only the pup needed to come by for lessons?”

Azarus grunted while I mouthed the word ‘pup’ to myself, mildly insulted. “Wasn’t planning to. Something came up we need to talk about, though.”

The ‘butcher’ carefully set his tools down on the table. “Aye? Do we, now?” He said, sounding not at all impressed.

Azarus merely stepped to the side and looked over at me with a raised eyebrow. It was as if he was telling me this was my show. I rolled my eyes at him and stepped up. “Yeah,” I said to Bleddyn. “We do, and…it’s kind of weird.”

Bleddyn crossed his arms over his chest. “Go on, then”

I scratched the back of my head in a nervous gesture. “Sure, but first we have a sort of unusual caveat. See, we need to tell you something kind of…secret. Something that affects our previous agreement. Something we would, personally, like to keep close to the chest, yeah? But we understand that both of us are bound by that agreement, so we have a request before we tell you. We, or rather a companion of ours, is requesting that you keep that secret safe. That companion being Ghrian Dorcha.” I finished, sounding out the name Grey had told me. I wasn’t sure I had gotten it right.

I must have though, because Bleddyn stilled at the sound of the name. For a moment, he looked shocked enough for a weak breeze to knock him over. “Ghrian Dorcha, you say.” He finally said hoarsely, after a minute or so.

“Uh, yeah,” I said, a little taken aback by his extreme reaction.

Bleddyn slowly started shaking his head in disbelief. “By all the gods, that’s who Magnus has you keeping an eye on?!” He said to Azarus, who merely shrugged in answer. “I’d heard there was some big muckety muck prisoner you were meant to be keeping an eye on, but I didn’t expect him. What the hell are the Savoy doin’, keepin’ a hold of the bleedin’ Headmaster of the Academy while there’s a bleedin’ war…goin’…on…” He trailed off. “Oh. Shit.”

Yeah, from what Grey had told me, that sounded like an appropriate response to the situation.

Bleddyn tensed, before picking up one of his knives and pointing it at Azarus. “And you! You’re just goin’ along with it?! You should damn well know what holdin’ onto the Headmaster is causin’ in the Kingdom!”

Azarus matched his aggressive gesture with one of his own, stepping up. “Ya don’t know what you’re talking about.” He said lowly, dangerously.

Bleddyn leaned forward and actually bared his teeth at Azarus. “Try me.”

I stepped forward, putting myself between the two of them with my arms raised. “Woah! Woah! Calm down! Azarus, will you please let me handle this?!” I said to him, motioning him backward. Azarus did as I said, slowly backing away to lean against the far wall, eyes still narrowed at Bleddyn. I turned back to Bleddyn and met his eyes. “Look. It’s not like that. Azarus is just as trapped here as, uh, the ‘Headmaster’ is. And,” I took a sudden, wild, unplanned leap of faith. “It might not have to stay that way for long, if you help us. Understand?”

“Nate, the fuck?!” I heard Azarus exclaim behind me. I didn’t take my eyes off of Bleddyn, though.

I saw the light of understanding dawn in his eyes at my words. Slowly, not taking them away from mine, he sat the knife he had been holding back down on the table. “Alright,” Bleddyn said slowly. “By the blood of my ancestors, by the sacred silver light of the moon, and by the entreaty of Ghrian Dorcha, I shall not speak a word of what I learn this day. May Mother Raven take my eyes, and Father Wolf eat my heart if I forsake this vow.”

“Okay,” I said slowly. “That…sounds like it works.”

Bleddyn nodded at me and walked from around the table to grab some chairs that were sitting in the corner of the room. Walking over to stand in front of me, he sat three chairs down in a circle and sat down in one of them. Worldlessly, he motioned to the others. I took his invitation and sat down in one of the chairs across from him. When I didn’t hear movement from behind me, I closed my eyes in frustration. “Azarus, please.”

After a second, I heard a grunt of assent. Moments later, Azarus sat down in the chair to my right, arms still crossed and almost glaring at Bleddyn. He didn’t seem to care though. Bleddyn just kept his eyes steady and on me.

I took a deep breath.

……………………………………..

Over the next perhaps half hour, I explained my Professions situation to Bleddyn. I wasn’t totally honest with him, of course. I felt bad about it, but I didn’t tell him I was a Precursor. What I told him was that it was true that I had been Unawakened up until recently. But when we checked my Status afterward, I’d found that I had mutated racial talents. Supposedly, this wasn’t out of the ordinary, from what I’d been told. The longer you waited after the minimum age to get Awakened, the more likely you were to encounter mutated talents. I told him that I had gotten lucky, and they hadn’t been detrimental. The opposite, in fact.

I told him that one of my racial talents allowed me to learn each of the seven core Professions. That by the time I came to him, I’d already learned the four I could from Azarus and the ‘Headmaster’. I told him that while I’d been in Rhoscara, I’d managed to get the last of the seven Professions I’d needed, Artistry. Then I told him about the System Judgement that had occurred afterward.

“When I went to check my Professions after that, they were gone,” I said to Bleddyn. “In their place was something that was locked by the fact I didn’t have a class yet. I was a little panicked by that,” An understatement. “But there was nothing I could do about it yet. I suppose I got my chance to find out during Magnus’s ‘hunt’. I managed to level up enough in that forest to unlock a class and the new Profession at the same time.”

I finished by telling him about what Grey and I had discovered about my new Profession, ‘Atherial Melding’. How it seemed to break down items into raw Aether, ‘meld’ that Aether together, and then solidify back into the desired item.

“But as interesting as it is, I don’t have Fleshcrafting anymore,” I said awkwardly. “I just have one Profession now. And, uh, I know you were meant to help teach me Fleshshaping, so…”

Bleddyn was silent for a moment, absorbing my story. He leaned forward, putting his chin on his closed fist and closing his eyes. “Tricky.” He muttered. “By the laws of my people, I’m supposed to teach you. But I can’t now, and I don’t know if something like this has ever happened before. Didn’t even know you could lose a Profession, even if you got somethin’ else out of it. By the gods, I wish I had an elder to consult about this.” He finished with a sigh.

“Well…” I spoke up, causing Bleddyn to open his eyes. “Gr-the Headmaster had an idea about that. We’re still testing this new Profession out, and we did want your help with that. We don’t know the limits of it, and want to find out if I can do the same thing with other Professions that I could with Alchemic ingredients.”

That caused Bleddyn to perk up. “Oh, aye?” He said, excited just at the mention of Grey.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “So, if you agree, you would sort of still be teaching me Fleshshaping in a way. Just…a strange, never before seen kind of it.”

“Hmm. Let me ask you somethin’.” Bleddyn said, meeting my eyes. “The reason the Headmaster’s so interested in this new Profession. Is he hopin’ it might be able to help with our…mutual situation?” He made a gesture to his collar-bound throat, so similar to my own.

I didn’t answer with words. I just gave him a slight nod. Azarus let out a small snort at my actions off to my right, where he had been silent during my entire explanation.

Bleddyn stood up abruptly from his chair and thrust his right arm in my direction, startling me. I stared at it blankly for a moment before stretching my own out to meet him. Rather than taking my hand, he grasped my forearm firmly and pulled me upright. Once I’d stumbled to my feet, I found Bleddyn staring at me with a steely gaze. I met his eyes, trying to match his intensity to the best of my ability.

“I, Bleddyn of Clan Thunderheart, son of Gruffydd, son of Caradog do so swear. Upon my blood and the blood of my father’s father, I will help you in your task. I do not know what the Headmaster hopes to learn from Fleshcrafting, but I will not shy from duty when it comes to my door. I will help you test this Profession.” Bleddyn said solemnly.

I took a deep breath. “On behalf of Headmaster Greycton of the Academy of Mystic Arts, as well as myself, I thank you for your help.”

We exchanged nods.

After dropping our clasped forearms, the two of us stood in silence for a few moments. Awkward silence, actually.

Azarus broke it. “If you two are done with all the posturing and swearing and the like.” He said sarcastically, still leaning back in his chair with his arms folded. “Don’t ya be having testing to get to?”

I felt my face heat up in embarrassment while Bleddyn rolled his eyes, unfazed. I guess it was a little over the top to be making all these grand statements in the back of a butcher’s shop.

“Yeah, yeah,” Bleddyn said dismissively, making his way over to the stasis closet on the left wall. Opening the door, he began to rummage around for something. Movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention though, so I turned to face it. Azarus had stood up and started to make his way to the door.

“Are you going somewhere?” I asked him, surprised.

Azarus turned slightly to look over his shoulder at me. “Aye, I’m thinking my part here is done. I’m gonna head back home and let Grey know everything seems fine. When you're done here, just head home. Shouldn’t be a problem.”

Before I could get a word in otherwise, Azarus opened the door, stepped through, and closed it behind him. I stared at the door he had just left through, nonplussed. Well, all right then.

My attention was stolen by Bleddyn exiting the storage closet holding what looked like a large deer. A normal one, for once. No blades on its horns at all. Carrying it over to the large central table in the center of the room, he lay the carcass down on it. “C’mere.” He motioned to me.

I obliged him, curious.

“So, this one here has already been bled, but I haven’t had the chance to skin, gut, or section it,” Bleddyn told me. “Now, I don’t know how your fancy new Profession works, but I figure that’s a good place to start if you want to see if you can ‘Craft it. So, first I want to see if you can skin the hindquarters.” He finished, tapping on a large section of one of the deer’s rear legs.

I raised an eyebrow at him but shrugged. I was up to it, I suppose. It’s a good thing I wasn’t squeamish. I lay a hand on the section Bleddyn had pointed out and began to concentrate on the pulse of Aether like I had yesterday.

            

    
        Chapter 50 - Switch-Up

    
    
    
    
                Time passed, and before I knew it, two weeks had gone by.

I was busy during that time. Every day was devoted to trying to train my usage of Aetherial Melding. If I wasn’t trying to refine my control, I was trying to understand the Profession deeper. Typically, if I wasn’t working with Grey on this, I was working with Azarus out back in the forge. If I wasn’t working with either of them, I was in town working with Bleddyn. After our first session, Bleddyn had insisted that I visit him at least twice a week. It was pretty exhausting, but in a rewarding way. I didn’t mind it so much. Hell, when I wasn’t working with anyone else, I was experimenting with it myself.

It was interesting work, as well. I felt like I understood Aetherial Melding much better and how it functioned. Especially so after I had worked with both Azarus and Bleddyn, considering I’d had some interesting breakthroughs with both of them. With Bleddyn, I’d discovered how the Profession functioned with flesh. When working with dead flesh, we’d found that I could essentially do whatever I wanted to it. I could part it out, I could skin it, I could even remove entire portions of it like bone. I wasn’t breaking the meat down to pure Aether like I had with alchemical ingredients either. Out of curiosity, I'd attempted to refine a hunk of deer flesh into an individual Essence like I had with Alchemical ingredients, only to be immediately knocked out. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't seem to do it. It was like I was getting an immediate drain of everything I had in me, followed by the mental equivalent of an error message. I don't think it was possible for me, at least at my skill level. For Fleshcrafting, It was more like I had a guiding mental hand that was doing the work instead of my physical one. There was a large skill component to it though, as Bleddyn had told me that my ‘cuts’ looked like someone had given the world's sharpest knife to a complete amateur.

When it came to live flesh though, we had discovered that I had limited ability to influence it. It was much, much more difficult for one thing. With flesh that was already dead, it didn’t have Aether actively flowing through it anymore, so it was a simple matter to synchronize with its stable nature. Not so with living flesh. We’d found that it was a constant struggle to synchronize my Aether with the Aether of something still alive, as living Aether was constantly in flux. Bleddyn had a small rabbit farm out back of the butcher’s shop, so we’d experimented on them. I couldn’t use the Profession to slaughter the animal outright, strangely enough. It didn’t feel like I could deliberately cause harm with the Profession. The Aether pulse would just completely destabilize every time that I tried. On the other hand, we had actually tried to do some minor first aid on another visit, which lay in the realm of my long-gone Profession Surgery. It was exceedingly difficult, but I had actually managed to ‘meld’ some fine linen thread into a small cut on Bleddyn’s arm to form an impromptu stitch. I’d been pretty happy about that because it meant that my old desire for the Surgery Profession wasn’t completely dead. It was just going to be monstrously difficult and involve a ton of practice.

On the other hand, smithing with Azarus had revealed some interesting things as well. On our first session, we discovered that I could break down metals, ores, and woods into raw Aether like I had the alchemical ingredients. I'd even pissed off Grey fiercely for some reason, when I had presented him with an Essence of Iron Ore. He'd glowered at me and snatched the vial he called an 'impossibility' out of my hand and retreated to his room to study it for the rest of the day. For now though, they didn't seem very useful for smithing though, at least at my skill level. However, when I tried to recombine them into a usable form like a small cooking knife, it hadn’t worked. The process failed intrinsically. We’d been puzzled by this, and after some trial and error hadn’t produced any results, we had gone to Grey to ask his opinion. His mood had improved at the question actually, and pointed out something that in retrospect had seemed obvious.

“Does it not stand to reason,” Grey had said. “That you need to involve fire in the ‘meld’ in order to produce a blade?”

Somewhat sheepishly, I had pointed out that I hadn’t needed anything extra in order to make a potion.

Grey had smiled at that. “Ah, but you did have something extra. Remember that the bottle you added the combined Essences into possessed a quantity of water inside? By now, I believe that the ritualistic act of combining those Essences into water is the act that actually produced your potion during the meld. You simply had to correctly combine the Astralized ingredients first.”

So, we tried adding fire to the ‘meld’, as Grey had called it. Since I couldn’t exactly stick my hand into the forge’s furnace unless I wanted to lose it, we tried with a torch. First, I ‘Astralized’ an iron bar and a lump of charcoal that Azarus gave me with one hand. Then, once I had the Astralized raw materials, I Astralized the fire dancing on the head of the torch with my other hand. Slowly, I had combined both of these two ‘Astral Essences’, as I started calling them afterward, I tried to shape them into a small blade. I succeeded in creating a small, warped steel blade before shortly passing out again. Just like with the potion, it had been too much effort at one time and I had drained my Stamina.

The individual Astralization process of both the materials and the fire had been pretty clunky though. So, the next time that Azarus and I had met up to work on smithing, he’d surprised me with something. He’d designed and made a custom type of crucible for my use. I’d been touched and grateful, but also pretty amused because it reminded me of a bullet grill from back home. Just instead of meat or vegetables, I was grilling smithing materials. I’d used it a few times, and it had been much easier to use.

I was deeply tempted to try and make a smithing apron with the words 'We Be Grillin' stitched on it.

For once though, today wasn’t about testing Aetherial Melding. Since we’d discovered that performing any kind of meld was impacted by my Stamina pool, we’d been planning to do another monster ‘hunting’ trip. Getting me some more levels was still likely to be an important part of whatever plan we used to escape, after all. We’d had to wait around until we could go into the forest though, since Magnus limited the amount of times that Azarus could level himself. I was looking forward to it, actually. With a class under my belt, I felt more confident in my ability to fight monsters. We’d already been in the forest for about an hour, clearing out whatever monsters we could find.

After killing another warg and collecting its core, I held it up to the light to let it shine through. I eyed the rainbow light it gave off thoughtfully. “So, what are these used for again? We haven’t used them once in our experiments.” I said, turning to face Azarus and leaning on my new spear. Azarus had given me a new one before we had left since my first was both broken and lost somewhere in this very forest.

Azarus pushed off of the tree he had been leaning on while I had fought. “Mainly used in enchantment.” He said idly, walking up to me. Taking the core from me, he examined it for a moment before grunting dismissively and handing it back. I put it into the pouch I’d taken along for just this purpose. I fingered the necklace I was wearing in thought, a frame that held my first tiny monster core from my first kill. Azarus had made it for me a while back, and I’d just never felt comfortable wearing it out of the house until now.

“Enchantment, huh,” I said. “I have to admit, I’m surprised Grey and I haven’t touched that yet.”

Azarus shrugged. “Same reason you and me haven’t done anything with Engineering yet, yeah? We’re trying to make sure you understand how your mumbo-jumbo works with each Profession before jumping into another. But,” He said, leaning in. “I know Grey has plans there, so expect to be diving into Enchantment soon.”

I snorted. “I wish he’d tell me his plans. Why does he do that, anyway? We’re all in this together, why does he keep trying to play everything so close to the chest?”

We started to make our way deeper into the forest during our conversation.

“Eh, the man is older than dirt,” Azarus said. “Those Magi, the older they get, the cagier they are. I think it’s just habit, so try not to take it personally.”

“How old is he, anyway? He looks about sixty-ish to me.” I asked curiously.

“Sixty.” Azarus snorted, amused. “Way off the mark there. I think he’s somewhere around seven hundred? I ain’t too sure on the exact year, so don’t quote me on that.”

I stopped walking in pure astonishment. When Azarus heard me stop, he turned around to face me, puzzled. When he saw my face though, he snorted in laughter. I paid it no mind.

“Are you shitting me?” I said in disbelief. “Seven hundred? How does that happen? Is he…immortal?”

Azarus outright laughed. “Gods, no! Ain’t no-one immortal, at least on Vereden. Well, maybe the Mad God.” He corrected himself. “Who knows? The man is just pretty highly leveled. I thought we’d told you that a high-level Status gave you more years?”

“Yeah, but…” I trailed off. I didn’t think that meant centuries. I shook my head and started walking with Azarus again.

We walked in companionable silence for a bit, not finding any monsters yet. Azarus broke it first, surprisingly.

“So, you gotten any levels yet?”

Casually, much more confident in its usage these days, I mentally pulled up my Status.

“Huh,” I said, surprised. “That’s odd.”

“Hmm?” Azarus said.

“I haven’t checked since I got out of the forest, and when I did was level fourteen. It’s saying I’m level eighteen now.” I answered.

This time it was Azarus who stopped walking in astonishment. “How the bleeding hell did that happen?” He sputtered. “I know ya haven’t been sneaking out to hunt, so how did you get four bleeding levels?! The only Aether ya should have been getting’ was…from…crafting…” He trailed off before a look of realization stole across his bearded face.

“Wait yeah, you guys mentioned you get level Aether from Professions. Why the hell are we out here?” I asked confusedly.

“Because normally, crafting Aether is shite,” Azarus answered brow furrowed in thought. “S’well known that you only get a seventh of the Status Aether ya would from crafting something compared to hunting. That’s per Profession, mind. Even then, the amount of Aether ya get from making, say, a dagger is tiny compared to even the lowest-level monster. So, someone with two Professions would get two-sevenths of the level Aether ya should get from crafting, and crafting anything has low amounts of Aether released from it already. But…”

I caught on. “But I have a Profession that deals directly with Aether already. Something completely new. So…”

“So, who knows how much Status Aether you’re getting just from crafting.” Azarus finished for me. “Damn! Why didn’t we think about this? If you’ve already gotten four levels since ya were in the forest a few weeks back, it has to be pretty damn good Aether gain.” Azarus abruptly turned around and started marching back the way we came. I hurried to keep up with him.

“What, are we done?” I said once I caught up.

“No point being out here now,” Azarus said with a frown. “Want to get Grey’s thoughts on this before we go any further.”

……………………………………..

“Excuse me?” Grey said, confused. He set down the mug of tea he was holding. “Would you mind repeating that?”

When Azarus and I had gotten back to the house, we’d found Grey in the middle of his lunch. We’d interrupted him, and told him about my mysterious levels gained since Magnus’s ‘hunt’.

Patiently, we explained our thoughts about my Aether gain to him again.

Grey’s eyebrows rose. “Well. Hmm. I should have thought of that. It does change things, doesn’t it?”

“How so?” I asked him.

“Well, for one it should speed up our rate of testing, now, shouldn’t it?” He said with a smile. “If you don’t need to risk leveling expeditions in order to raise your level, that just means our work itself will contribute to your Statusial growth. It’s curious though. I can’t say I’ve ever gotten more than a handful of levels through pure Professional creation in all my years.”

I sat down in a chair across from him, while Azarus helped himself to some of the extra lunch Grey had made in the background. “You know, we were talking about that. Your age, I mean. How old are you? Azarus thought you seven hundred.”

“Does he now.” Grey snorted into the tea he had picked back up. “Unfortunately, Azarus is incorrect.”

I relaxed. I knew it. Humans just didn’t get that old.

“I’m actually in my nine hundreds. He confused my level with my age.” Grey continued with a slight smirk, visibly enjoying the shock on my face.

            

    
        Chapter 51 - Damned

    
    
    
    
                Later that night, Grey and I were relaxing in his room. The sun was setting, and his room was lit by flickering candlelight by now, casting everything in dancing shadow. Azarus had called an early night, citing some business he had early in the morning. I don’t even know how it had happened, but Grey and I had migrated to his room where he had broken out a bottle of liquor. I didn’t typically drink much, but I wasn’t opposed to a bit of social drinking if the situation called for it.

I was slouching in an extra chair that Grey had, sitting at a small corner table. Grey was across from me, idly staring off into space. He’d been like that for a while, honestly. I guess he was a contemplative drunk. Speaking of, I reached down and picked up my glass with a splash of dark liquor in it. Taking a sip, I grimaced at the extremely powerful taste but continued drinking anyway.

“God, that stuff is rank,” I said, setting my glass back down.

Grey broke out of his trance long enough to let out a short laugh. “Gnollish liquor. An acquired taste of Azarus’s that he’s been forcing on me. I must admit, I have been growing a taste for it.” He said, picking up his own glass and taking a sip. He grimaced himself. “Somewhat.”

“Yeah, like a mold,” I muttered.

My mentor, I suppose you could call him, merely hummed.

We sat in silence for a short spell before Grey broke it.

Stirring, he caught my attention. Once he had it, he spoke up. “I believe I know where to go from here, Nathan. At the very least, I have an inkling of an idea.”

“For what?” I asked, swirling the liquid in my glass idly.

“In regards to your Professions…and our potential escape,” Grey said seriously.

His words sent a shiver down my spine, making me sit up and pay full attention. “Go on,” I said cautiously.

“The way I see it,” Grey said, drumming his fingers on the table. “There are two objectives we need to fulfill if we are to escape. The first, is we need to destroy the control slate that is bound to our collars.”

“Well, yeah I suppose,” I said confusedly. “That makes sense, but I didn’t know it was an option. If it was that easy in order to stop being a slave, why haven’t you brought it up before?”

Grey shook his head. “Merely destroying the control slate would not stop me from being a slave. If you’ll recall, a slave binding has two components to it. One is the collar itself, which possesses the death and tracking enchantment. The other is the actual brand, which possesses the Status binding effect and the identification enchantment that you luckily do not have. The brand itself is symbolically linked to the collar, but it does not require it to function. These two separate enchantment cores work together in order to bind a slave. Destroying the slate would, however, prevent Magnus from remotely executing both of us after our escape. As well as complicating our re-capture through ease of tracking.”

“So, you just want to escape then? At least for now?”

“I believe it’s our best option, yes. My understanding is that the situation in the Kingdom is not yet dire enough that my presence wouldn’t calm matters, at least for a time. My Status, and thus my strength would still be bound. However, if I could have access to the higher-order tools I possess at the Academy, it would be much easier for me to devise a method of breaking my slave binding.” Grey answered soberly, despite the alcohol that he was even now studying in his glass.

“I see,” I said quietly. I guess it must have been painful for him to reach this decision. Despite myself, I felt a pang of shame. I knew Grey had been hoping I would manifest some kind of crazy ability to instantly free him from his binding, and I hadn’t. Sure, I had manifested some kind of extremely interesting new Profession, but it seemed like a stretch that it was going to save us. I guess the wonder of Aetherial Melding was wearing off for Grey, and reality was setting in. I studied my glass in silence for a moment, before raising my head back to Grey. “And the second thing we need?”

“What we need, is to create the conditions that would facilitate our escape,” Grey said, rising from his own contemplation of his glass and meeting my eyes. His gaze was surprisingly cold, sending a shiver down my back. “I believe I know how. We’ll break the wards.”

“Break the wards? Which ones?” I asked tentatively. “What would that do?”

“Addersfield possesses a standard set of settlement wards. In my time in this wretched town, and despite my bound Status, I’ve felt them out gradually. It is a stroke of luck that my slave binding did not also bind my higher-order senses, honed over many years. The wards here are nothing special, merely a set of monster-repellent wards and intrusion wards. They encircle the town, precisely along the borders of the wall. Walls in small settlements such as this are almost always built along the ward boundaries.”

“You didn’t say what breaking them would do,” I said quietly, with a growing sense of trepidation.

“When monster-repellant wards are broken,” Grey continued, ignoring me. “It acts as a beacon. Monsters have far keener Aetherial senses than most give them credit for. They are well aware of zones that have large concentrations of Aether that they could devour, if only they weren’t being repelled by powerful wards. This does two things. With the first, the shift in ambient Aether acts as an artificial spawning period, resulting in an increased production of monsters in the area. With the second, it draws those monsters to the former area like moths to a flame.”

My mouth opened involuntarily, listening to Grey. I didn’t speak though.

“They come in waves, at that point,” Grey said somberly. “Waves upon waves of monsters, both large and small. They come until they have devoured every source of Aether they can find in that previous void. Every person that lives and breathes. This process is well documented and known as the Breakage Effect. It is also…an internationally recognized war crime to deliberately inflict on others.”

I looked back down at my drink, so I wouldn’t have to meet Grey’s intense gaze. “And the punishment?”

“Unilaterally agreed upon execution. In all territories, in all nations.” Grey finished grimly.

We sat in silence for a time. I broke it.

“And you want to do this?” I whispered. “What about all the other people in town?”

Grey grew suddenly furious in a way I had never seen before. He pounded the table in anger with the hand holding his glass, cracking it. “They can be damned! There are no innocents in this den of fools, Nathan! No families raising children, no simple traders trying to make a living! Everyone here was handpicked by House Savoy from their slavishly loyal retainers in order to support their heir! All of them to the last are profiting from the broken backs of human refugees they’ve collared and bound! Stolen innocents, and for what?! So he can feed them to the monsters every month in order to satiate his sick desire?! Piss on the people of this town! Let them be fed to the monsters!”

I stared at Grey’s heaving form for a moment. “It’s not that simple, man,” I said, pained. “You know it isn’t. What about Van? Vandimar? He’s one of the dwarves of this town, and he doesn’t like slavery much himself. He’s even trying to save up money in order to free Bleddyn as well. And what about Gren, the merchant that drove us to Rhoscara?”

“What about him?” Grey said bitterly. He picked up his glass and threw back what was left in it, uncaring of how some had seeped through the new cracks.

“He’s based out of Addersfield for now, and he’s an all-right guy. He took a risk on Azarus and me, taking us to a city that’s so anti-slavery. He could have lost a huge chunk of his livelihood if we’d been discovered. Look, my point is this. I get that this town is probably packed full of assholes that don’t give a shit about us, or any other slave. But we don’t know everyone here. There are probably plenty of people in town that don’t deserve to become monster chow, and I personally know a couple. And,” I said, leaning forward. “That isn’t even counting all of the other slaves. They sure as hell don’t deserve being caught up in all of this.”

“Of course they don’t,” Grey said, frowning. “I’m not a monster, Nathan. I’d planned to escape with them as well. With the control slate destroyed, they can follow us back to the Kingdom. In the chaos of a Ward Break, the guards will be too busy trying to survive to care about the slaves. Once in the Kingdom, I’ll personally take responsibility for them until I discover a means to break their bindings as well.”

“And Gren and Van?” I said, matching his frown.

“They are free to accompany us as well. I don’t hate dwarves blindly, Nathan. Merely those that are content to suffer the existing franchise of enslavement. Ah, dammit.” Grey said, finally noticing the spill he had made. He grabbed a rag that was sitting on a nearby dresser and began to mop it up.

“Look, why do we even need to break the wards if we’re already planning to destroy the control slate? Can’t we just…escape with the rest of the slaves after we’ve done that?” I said, waving a hand aimlessly.

Grey shook his head. “If we leave the guards functional, they’ll catch us easily. Azarus, and anyone else we may end up taking with us, may be able to defend our group during our travels. But he would not be able to defend us from the entirety of the Addersfield guard complement. No, we need to occupy the guards, and a Ward Break is the best option available to us.”

I leaned back in my chair and let out a long sigh. “All right. Okay. I’m not saying I agree with this yet, but how do we do that? Break the wards? Hell, how do we even break the control slate?”

“Both can be achieved through the same device. A Ward Breaker. A highly illegal device, the design is a remnant of the last major conflict between the Kingdom and the Principality. It could be used to both break the wards and the control slate. I know how to construct one, and I can teach you how. The ease of use your Aetherial Melding provides means you should be able to create one. Well, after I give you a grounding in Abjuration.” Grey said, amending himself.

“Why can’t you make one? I mean, they already have you making a bunch of stuff already.” I said, waving at his desk that was strewn with a variety of tools.

“I cannot, unfortunately. The specifics of my binding prevent me from directly acting in a manner to free myself. Fortunately, that binding does not keep me from either speaking of how to escape or from indirectly acting to free myself. In this case, teaching another how to escape. My binding is suspiciously lenient in that one regard. Either Prince Anguis was abnormally careless with the design of my custom binding, or…”

“Or?” I asked.

“Or the blind spots in my binding are another indication that I was always meant to escape at some point. Perhaps at a much later date, when I could not prevent the Kingdom from burning down around me. Damn that dwarf.” Grey finished, glowering.

“I see,” I said quietly. I can’t imagine how much that stung, being strung along like that. “What’s Abjuration, then?”

Grey shook his head as if to clear the thoughts from it. He grabbed another glass from the tray that held the liquor we had been drinking and filled it with more dark brown booze. Cradling the glass, he answered me. “One of the thirteen schools of Magecraft. It primarily deals with defensive spells, such as ward crafting and other barriers. As you have yet to pass the first threshold and gained the ability to produce Mana, you would not be able to practice the art. But you would still be able to learn the fundamentals of the subject. You should be able to craft the Ward Breaker through Enchanting after you have a sufficient background in the subject. We’ll need to focus heavily on teaching you both Enchantment and Abjuration if we have any hope of success, however.”

I took a deep breath and held it for a moment, before breathing out. “Just…let me think on it, all right? I’m down for learning Enchanting and, uh, ‘Abjuration’, but I’m not sure about intentionally killing everyone in the entire town just yet. Let me sleep on it, all right?” I said, standing up from the table with a slight wobble. I wasn’t drunk, but I was at least tipsy.

Grey looked up at me somberly. “I understand, Nathan. I truly do. It’s not an easy decision to make, but remember this. There are no true non-combatants in this town, merely collaborators at the absolute best. Even if it’s a difficult decision, we have limited options, and the longer it takes for us to escape, the longer the bloodshed in the Kingdom will continue. The very foundations that hundreds of thousands, nay, millions rely on could come crumbling down if we linger here too long.”

“Yeah.” I sighed. “I’ll…keep that in mind.” Leaving Grey to stare into his glass forlornly, I left the table and the room altogether. Ascending the stairs, I opened the door to my room and flopped into my bed without changing out of my clothes.

Staring up at the ceiling, I only had one thought running through my mind.

Fuck.

I didn’t get much sleep that night.

            

    
        Chapter 52 - Coming to a Decision

    
    
    
    
                “He wants to WHAT?!” Azarus shouted, accidentally slamming his hammer down onto his thumb in surprise. With a shouted curse, he hurled the hammer away from him into the corner of his forge before turning to face me.

I was leaning up against the doorway looking in, my arms crossed. I had woken up later than I usually did these days, and by the time I had everyone was already at work. Last night’s conversation with Grey had laid heavy on my mind, so I hadn’t felt very hungry and skipped breakfast. I was more interested in getting Azarus’s take on Grey’s plan and had gone out back to explain it to him in his forge. When I found him, he had been working on what looked like what might be a dagger of some kind.

I winced at the clanging sound of the hammer rattling to a stop in a far corner of the forge. I explained myself again, telling Azarus about how Grey wanted to break both the slave control slate that Magnus held, and the wards around Addersfield. How he wanted to intentionally trigger what he called a ‘Breakage Effect’, calling down a horde of monsters onto the town, potentially killing everyone in it. How he wanted to do this primarily to keep the guards occupied from chasing us down after our escape and recapturing us.

Azarus listened to my explanation with a mouth gaping open in surprise. When I finished, a complex series of emotions flashed across his face, too fast for me to decipher. Bonelessly, he walked over to his workbench and slumped backward onto the short, squat stool there. Azarus clasped his huge hands together tightly and hunched over to stare at them blankly. “It…well…it would work, I think…” He said tonelessly, after a moment.

I was shocked, and honestly a little angry. “That’s it? That’s all you have to say? Grey wants to kill everyone in town, and all you can say is ‘That’ll work’?”

Azarus looked up at me and shook his head a little helplessly. “Don’t know what else to say. It would work, all right. It would be dangerous for us too, what with all the monsters about, but I think we could do it. If we managed to break both the slate and the ward-stone.”

I threw my hands up in disgust. “Forget if it would work! What about the fact we might be killing an entire town of people in order to escape?! What about that?!”

Azarus shook his head again, slowly. “I don’t know about that. Do you remember the knight that kicked my arse a few weeks ago? Stonebreaker?”

I did remember who he was talking about. That knight had taken Azarus out in one swift punch to the gut like we were in a cartoon or something. Azarus had stayed down as well, due to something he had called ‘afflictions’. I nodded at Azarus.

“He’s no joke, if that weren’t bleeding obvious. He’s one of my uncle’s strongest knights, known as the ‘Blightguard’. Don’t know his level, but it’s got to be at least two hundred above my own. There ain’t nothing this area could throw at him that would pose a threat, even with a Break.” Azarus said, sitting up and crossing his arms uncomfortably.

My eyebrows rose, as well as my spirits. “Would he help in the defense of the town?” I asked hopefully.

Azarus grunted and uncrossed his arms to wiggle a hand back and forth in a ‘so-so’ gesture. “Maybe? He might be here to guard Magnus, but the dwarf is still a knight. That comes with oaths about protecting people sworn to his lord. Unless Magnus specifically gave orders to not help in the defense, I can’t see him not helping.”

“He certainly seemed to have no problems about kicking your ass and trussing me up so Magnus could throw me to the forest.” I said to Azarus, doubtful of these ‘oaths’.

“Nah, in the eyes of the law, and his oaths, he was acting in the right.” Azarus shook his head for a third time in as many minutes. “My uncle sent him here to protect and follow Magnus’s orders in his absence, and Magnus’s orders were to be a little shite. In the eyes of the law, I was defying my ‘rightful lord’, and got beat down for it. As for you? You’re a slave, and neither Stonebreaker nor Savoy knightly oaths give a rat’s arse about slaves.”

I hummed. “If he’s so strong, would a Break even stop him long enough for us to escape?”

Azarus let out a short, mirthless laugh at my question. “You’re only saying that cause you don’t understand the scope of a Break. It’ll last for weeks, and that’ll be weeks of non-stop fighting. It’d be tough, but with the guards, he’d be able to handle it. But they’d all be too damn tied up in the fighting to even dream of chasing us.”

I studied Azarus for a moment. “You still don’t look too enthused by this, even if the town isn’t doomed.”

“That would be because you don’t understand the cultural stigma associated with intentionally instigating a Break, Nathan.” A voice said from behind me.

I turned around in surprise to find that Grey had managed to wheel his way along the path between the house and the forge in complete silence. He had snuck up on Azarus and me while we were stuck in conversation.

“Grey!” I said, startled. “How long have you been there?”

Grey smiled wryly at me from his wheelchair. “Oh, long enough to hear you begin speaking about Sir Stonebreaker.” He nodded at Azarus in greeting. “Azarus.”

Azarus nodded back. “Don’t see you out here often, Grey. What brings you?”

“Oh, I suspected Nathan would be speaking to you. As it turns out, I was quite right. Speaking of.” Grey turned to face me. “I’d like to apologize to you, Nathan. I’m afraid the alcohol caused quite an outburst from me, and I didn’t manage my explanation well enough. I believe I’ve caused you some distress, and for that, I apologize.”

“Oh, uh, it’s all right,” I said, shifting uncomfortably. I conspicuously noted that he didn’t apologize about the contents of what he said, only about how he said it.

“As I was saying, the stigma associated with instigating a Break is…quite severe, within both Herztal and Velancia. The generational trauma that was inflicted due to its misuse in the past was so severe that the act has become quite taboo indeed. I do not blame Azarus for balking at the idea of it.” Grey explained.

His words made Azarus look away in discomfort and scratch the back of his neck.

Grey hummed. “As it is, I wasn’t aware of Sir Stonebreaker’s capabilities. The fact that there exists a guardian capable of repelling a Break within Addersfield only reaffirms my belief in this plan.”

I took a deep breath before glancing at Azarus. He still looked uncomfortable, but he wasn’t speaking up against the plan. “Well…how do we even do this? If we’re going through it, that is.”

“Come inside, both of you,” Grey said, nodding slightly to himself. “I believe it’s time we discuss the particulars of this…plan.” He wheeled himself around and began to roll back along the path to the house. I followed him but stopped after a moment when I heard that Azarus wasn’t. Turning around, I saw that he was still sitting on his workbench stool, this time staring down at his hands. I couldn’t see his face.

“Coming?” I said quietly, only loud enough for Azarus to hear.

“Gimme a minute,” Azarus grunted. “I’ll…just give me a sec and I’ll join ya.”

“Yeah,” I said simply. I left him where he sat, and made my way into the house.

……………………………………..

Grey seemed to have been anticipating this conversation because he had prepared the table for it. It had been cleared, and the only things on it were a large rolled-up scroll, as well as an ink well and a fountain pen. While Grey and I waited in silence for Azarus to join us, I idly toyed with the pen. Grey didn’t seem to care. When I had first seen one, I had been mildly surprised. I’d been expecting the people of this culture to be using quills or something, but apparently, they’d had pens like this for decades. I’d tried it, and I wasn’t particularly great at using it.

And…

I was distracting myself. Damnit.

I was broken out of my daydreams by Azarus entering the kitchen. I carefully sat the pen back down next to the inkwell. It looked like he had cleaned some of the soot that often stuck to him after a stint in the forge. He sat down at the table without a word.

Grey nodded at the both of us, before wordlessly unrolling the scroll so it lay on the table. Getting up, I could see that it was a rough, overhead map of a town.

“With Azarus’s help,” Grey began. “I’ve been working on this for some time. I’m certainly not a cartographer, but I believe I’ve put together an accurate enough map of Addersfield for our purposes.”

I suppose so. I could see the rough shape of what I knew.

“It’s not a large settlement. There are two entrances to the town. The main gate in the front, and the gate behind the manor for forest access. The main thoroughfare extends from the manor near the rear all the way to the front gate. On either side of the thoroughfare, there are residential areas intended for use by servants, merchants, and guards. Not many, of course, as only the richest of those in town are not simply living out of their shops, barracks, or the servant quarters inside the manor. I believe this includes your friend Vandimar, correct?” Grey said, looking up.

Azarus was silent for a moment. “Yeah.” He said roughly. “Van lives above the shop with Bleddyn and that woman.”

“Rachel,” I spoke up quietly. Azarus nodded slightly in acknowledgment.

“We,” Grey continued, pointing to a small stylized copse of trees to the left of the manor with the dry fountain pen. “Are here. As pointed out previously, there are walls encircling the entire settlement. Not terribly impressive walls, as they’re not meant to keep out determined attackers. In this case, they mainly mark the edges of the ward boundaries. The slave quarters exist right outside these walls, just barely within a weakened outwardly radiating effect that wards typically provide. These quarters extend on either side of the wall, and slightly outwards.”

I didn’t know that. I had wondered why the slaves were kept outside of the walls.

“Our objectives lie within the manor,” Grey said, dipping his pen inside the ink. He made a small, black x mark on top of the manor. “Both the ward stone and the control slate are likely to be inside of it. Break the ward stone, and the wards collapse, signalling a start to a Breakage Effect. Break the slate, and our collars will be rendered useless, along with the death and tracking enchantments.”

Azarus spoke up. “Magnus doesn’t usually have the slate. Orin, that is Orinbar, typically has it. Magnus swipes it for his damn hunts, and Orin doesn’t care as long as it gets returned.”

“Then one of our objectives must be to steal the slate from Steward Orinbar.” Grey nodded at Azarus. “The other must be to somehow sneak into the manor and destroy the ward stone.”

Both Grey and Azarus turned their heads to look at me.

“What?” I asked, confused. “What are you looking…at…Wait. Wait wait wait. You don’t mean me, do you? You want me to sneak into the manor and break this ‘ward stone’? You guys do remember that I’m not even level twenty, right? I don’t even know what a ‘ward stone’ is!”

“Well, ya do have a stealth class.” Azarus pointed out.

“Not merely that.” Grey picked up. “Remember, Nathan, that you possess a skill to veil your Status that is difficult to peer through. It would take a concerted effort by a very high-level individual to pierce it. It would avail you well if you were questioned while inside.”

“Okay, one,” I said, raising a finger. “There is a high-level person in the manor, remember? Stonebreaker? If he’s so much stronger than Azarus, then he should be able to break my veil. Two,” I said, raising a second finger. “Even if I change my Status, it doesn’t change what I look like. There are tons of people that have seen what I look like, including Stonebreaker.”

Grey waved my points away, literally. “I can teach you some subterfuge techniques to physically disguise yourself as a slave-servant before your entry into the manor. I have some experience in this manner.”

“And Stonebreaker ain’t here to guard either the ward stone or Orin,” Azarus said, cupping his chin in thought. “He’s only here to guard Magnus. He might stop ya if he found ya in the process of breaking the stone, other than that he probably wouldn’t give a shit.”

I looked between the two of them desperately, mentally grasping for straws. “Wait!” I said desperately. “Why can’t Azarus do this? He goes to the manor all the time!”

Azarus shook his head. “Yeah, I go there. But only to drop shit off or bitch at Magnus. I haven’t even spoken to Orin in months. Even then, I’m not exactly welcome in the manor proper. I have guards on me every second that I’m inside.” He smirked slightly. “It’s like Magnus doesn’t trust me, or something.” He seemed cheered up at the thought.

Fuck.

Grey must have seen the rising anxiety on my face because he raised a hand. “Calm yourself, Nathan. I have no intention of sending you inside the manor anytime soon. We’ll need to construct the Ward Breaker first, and that will take some time. Plenty of time in order for us to teach you the basics of subterfuge and infiltration. Why, you’ll likely pick up the Skills for them as well!”

He did manage to calm me down, but only a little. I took a deep breath. “Are we really doing this, then? We’re going to go ahead with the plan for the Ward Break?” I said, looking between Grey and Azarus.

Azarus grimaced but seemed more certain than he had earlier. Grey was still unphased.

“I will not force you into it, Nathan, but I believe we should,” Grey said seriously. “I do not believe we have a better option than to go forward with this one.”

I was quiet for a moment, thinking. I was still a little leery of involving the entire town in a Break. Even if most of them wouldn’t spit on me if I was on fire because I was a slave, I was sure there must be some people that didn’t deserve the danger in town.

Right?

But…

“All right,” I said, uncertainly. “Okay. I guess we’re doing this then.”

For now.

            

    
        Interlude 5 - A Patient Promise

    
    
    
    
                The hunter waited patiently on a hill overlooking the town.

This must have been the fourth such small settlement that the hunter had investigated over its months-long search, but they were optimistic about this one. So many of the towns that they had observed and searched in their quest had been nothing more than they seemed, but this one was strangely fortified. The hunter had noted that this one possessed far more intricate wards than most small villages owned, indicating a great deal more money poured into them. No doubt their quarry would describe these wards as ‘standard’, but he’d always had a skewed sense of scale.

They had very briefly, and very lightly tested them and found that this town actually had intruder tracking and detection wards. Unusually strong ones, at that. Some further testing had determined that whoever had set these wards up, they’d paid top dollar for the kind that surrounded the entire settlement like a dome. No digging up from underneath these wards. Not only that, but the hunter could tell from long experience that these were the kind that required a specially keyed pass device to not set off the intruder alarm. Tricky, but not without its own weaknesses. Unfortunately, those weaknesses required specialty equipment that the hunter simply didn’t have at hand. They could acquire that equipment, certainly, but they were still unsure if this town was worth the effort of the lengthy round trip that would take.

Despite themselves, however, they were inclined to stick around for other reasons. The hunter had been observing this particular town for close to a month, now. Not only was this the largest slave-owning plantation that the hunter had seen so far, but it also seemed to be one of the bad ones.

Several weeks ago, the hunter had been observing the town from far, far away when they had noticed a cart come trundling into town. Shortly thereafter, the occupants of the cart, a burly dwarf and his human slave, had been confronted by a force of guards led by a much fancier-looking dwarf. After a short confrontation, the burly dwarf and the slave had been captured and then marched to the back of the town and into the small clearing beyond the walls. They had watched, aghast, as the fancy dwarf had forced three other slaves in addition to the one from earlier into the woods, mostly unarmed. The forest had been too dense for the hunter to see what had happened inside, but they had seen the results. Two of those slaves never returned. Another was killed after returning to the clearing, wounded. Only the original slave had survived, and they had done it by leading a mature Ursalag variant back to the clearing to be killed by the noble.

The hunter was conflicted. On one hand, their mission was not only personal but of grave importance to the future of the Kingdom. On the other, the hunter hated slavers like this one. They wanted to kill him and rid the world of one less putrid stain upon it. Only the knowledge that they were too far away from the noble to get to him in time before he retreated behind his wards kept the hunter from making the attempt, those weeks ago. Well, that and the knight they had seen. They were unfamiliar with the fully armor-clad dwarf, but the hunter gave good odds the knight was stronger than they were after the display they’d seen from them earlier.

Still, there were other oddities about this settlement that gave the hunter pause. In the time that the hunter had spent observing the town, the cart with the burly dwarf and the slave had been the only travelers to go into or out of the town. Which was extremely odd. Small towns like this, especially ones with massive plantations were often the trading lifeblood of a region. It was like the town was both entirely self-sufficient and unwelcoming, which spoke of either extreme wealth or extreme preparation. Perhaps both. Grain and products from the fields were tended to and then collected by the slaves, after which they were taken into town and disappeared. Initially, the hunter hadn’t even thought to look for storage until an idle thought caused the hunter to make an observation.

There were no granaries in town.

Long surveillance had discovered that there were no visible storage facilities of any kind for the products the plantation produced. After noticing this, the hunter had tracked a slave pulling a cart laden down with grain from the fields with their far-eye. The guards had taken the cart once it had passed through the gates and into the town proper. From that point, the much stronger and not Status bound guards easily hauled the cart to a far corner of the settlement. Once there, they dragged the cart into a small building that almost looked like nothing more than a servant's shed. After some time, the cart had been rolled out of the shed, this time empty. The shed was far too small to store even the amount of grain that had been on the cart, much less the other loads that the hunter had seen disappear into it. The answer was obvious.

This plantation wasn’t for profit. It was to build an underground stockpile. Well, presumably. That was the hunter's running theory.

The hunter couldn’t imagine how much they had stored at this point, or how massive the underground storage must be. The plantation was growing and storing a massive variety of goods, that could only be possible through the use of alchemical fertilizers. Expensive ones, at that. Otherwise, the land would have long grown depleted from the stress of so many different goods.

The mystery of this plantation was alarming enough that the hunter had long since determined that they needed to stick around and find out what was going on. They’d decided that they were going to have to interrogate the next traveler they saw either going in or going out of the settlement. Preferably out. They’d been reluctant to do so earlier because they had so few of the resources necessary for a clandestine capture and interrogation. But the hunter had ultimately decided the use was justified in this case. Luckily for them, the hunter seemed to have finally hit the jackpot, after nearly a month of observation

This morning, they’d noticed that a small cart was being prepared in town by a team of guards, led by a very richly dressed dwarf. A different one from the bastard that had thrown those poor slaves to the monsters. He’d visibly been giving instructions to a smartly dressed guards-dwarf, before personally handing the guard a fancy leather messenger bag.

The hunter felt their mouth curl up in a smile at the thought of that bag.

Speedily, the hunter packed up their small campsite on a distant hill overlooking the town and set off.

They had a path to prepare.

……………………………………...

Corporal Sven yawned as he sat in the seat of his messenger’s cart.

Despite the early hour, he enjoyed his work. It had been nearly three years since he’d enlisted in the Velancian military, one since he’d managed to score a transfer to the Savoy private guard. Bribing that Savoy scout had been the best decision he’d ever made. Life in the proper military hadn’t suited him very well, with how tight of a ship those Orsini ran. Early on he’d managed to weasel his way into the messenger corps because of how well he knew his way around a horse and cart. But they’d run him too hard, and he hadn’t liked that. Everyone knew that the Savoy scouts would recommend you for a little bit of gold, and thank the System for that. He much preferred how lax things were with the Savoy.

It hadn’t been long before he’d fallen into the messenger gig with the Savoy as well. Hell, because he knew how to keep his mouth shut, he’d even fallen into this cushy job. Sven might have been stationed out in the ass end of nowhere, but the pay was double the usual rate and Addersfield didn’t have much in the way of messages that needed delivering. Typically, he only needed to deliver a progress report from Steward Orinbar to Vittolia. Once there, he was to personally hand the report to Prince Anguis, and nobody else. Sven liked that. He enjoyed how it made him feel important, to be hand-delivering important information to the Prince. He enjoyed lingering in Vittolia even more, though. There were many madonna’s of the street corner who knew ol’ Sven by sight in Vittollia.

He’d been on the road for a few hours now, enjoying the early morning. His was a small cart, with only a few things packed into it that were being delivered to the big city. Addersfield had long since fallen out of sight behind him, and he was looking forward to the unofficial ‘off-time’ he’d be spending in the big city.

All in all, Sven of Mache was pretty happy with life.

Sven was snapped out of his day-dreaming by the horse pulling his cart slowing down to stop with a whickering noise. Focusing back on the road, he was puzzled to find that a tree had seemingly fallen onto the road, blocking it off completely. “Ain’t been no storms lately.” He muttered to himself. Seconds later, a realization hit him and Sven’s face fell. This wasn’t his first time around the bend, after all. “Aw, shite.”

“Indeed.” A completely unexpected voice said from behind him. Moments later, a great force struck Sven on the back of the head. The world went dark.

Sometime later, Sven slowly began to awaken. His old military training though told him not to let on with that fact. Without opening his eyes, he slowly began to test his limbs, only to find that they were all bound in some way. He was sitting on the ground, but his hands were tied behind him. His ankles seemed to be tied together as well.

“You can stop pretending to be asleep, now.” A feminine voice called out from in front of him, with an almost tinkling quality to it. “I know you’re awake. No use pretending. The quicker this is over with, the quicker we can all go about our business.”

Resigned to being caught, Sven opened his eyes. A quick glance around confirmed his suspicions. He’d been captured, all right. And from the oldest trick in the book at that, the ol’ tree in the middle of the road. He resolved then and there never to let the guys find out about that. He’d never live it down.

Well, assuming he got out of this with all his bits still attached.

Sven found that he was lashed to a tree off to the side of the road not far from his cart. That wasn’t what held his attention, though. His attacker did because of how odd they were. He could tell they were one of the tall ones, even with them being crouched a few arms lengths away from him. Definitely weren’t a dwarf. They were covered head to toe in a form-fitting, one-piece leather suit of some kind. It was very obviously heavily enchanted, as well. The whole thing was visibly camouflaging around the lady in front of him, making her blend in with the environment. Over that suit, the lady was wearing a long cloak, similarly enchanted to the suit. Not a single inch of skin was visible, covering even the head completely. The only openings he could see were two small holes, revealing silvery-blue eyes that were glowing slightly in the shade of the tree branches above. They were idly toying with a long, blackened dagger from where they were crouched in front of him.

Sven’s spirits fell even further. “Bugger.” He muttered. “Ye ain’t a bandit, are ye. Yer a spook.”

The leather-clad figure let out a small snort at his words. “Something like that.”

Sven let his head fall back and hit the tree trunk with a thunk. “All right, what do ye want?”

“Just like that? No protests? No ranting and raving about how you’ll never betray your masters?” The spook asked dryly.

“Ain’t no job worth dying over,” Sven said matter-of-factly, shrugging his bound shoulders as much as he was able to. “It’s a good gig, but I ain’t gonna risk the knife fer a bunch of lordlings. Ask yer questions.”

“So cooperative.” The lady said letting out a small, silvery laugh. They rose from where they were crouching and began to approach Sven. “In return, I won’t even have to use the entire truth potion on you. Merely a few drops to loosen your tongue.”

“Wait a tick,” Sven said once the leather-clad figure was standing over him. He got the impression they were raising an eyebrow at him. “Can ye get me hair out from under these ropes first? It’s pinchin’ mighty fierce.”

……………………………………...

The hunter couldn’t help the thrill of elation they felt after they’d finished the messenger’s interrogation. They’d learned a great deal that only reinforced their desire to stick around and investigate this town, apparently named ‘Addersfield’.

How very Savoy of them, to name it after a snake.

The hunter had been very interested to learn that the Heir of House Savoy was in residence in the town. But they’d felt their core veritably stutter inside their chest when they’d learned why. Apparently, Heir Magnus had been given the responsibility of looking after an important political prisoner, along with his out-of-favor cousin Azarus. The hunter had learned that the burly dwarf they’d seen those weeks ago had actually been Azarus, who apparently had some kind of feud with Magnus.

The guard hadn’t known who the prisoner was, nobody in town but the Heir, the Steward, and the cousin knew precisely who it was. Only that it was an open secret that the Savoy princelings were guarding an important prisoner.

It had to be him.

The hunter didn’t know of any other important figures that had gone mysteriously missing in the past year that would fit. Certainly not anyone else that the bastard Anguis would send his only son and Heir to look after.

Once the hunter had finished their interrogation, they’d fed the guard a mild memory loss potion and set him back up in his cart once he passed back out. Afterward, they’d easily moved the fallen tree out of the road, not without some small amusement that such a stereotypical setup had actually worked. With a slap on the horse’s rump, the cart had rumbled off on its way. The guard would wake up in an hour or so, groggy enough that he would believe he’d merely fallen asleep on the road, unaware of his interrogation.

Once they’d cleaned the ambush area sufficiently to erase any tracks, the hunter began sprinting back to their watch post in anticipation. All they needed now was confirmation that their target actually resided in the town, even though they had a strong suspicion. Their commander wouldn’t accept the existence of a maybe in order to move any more forces through dwarven territory, even for a rescue of this importance. Even though the hunter knew their watch over the town would likely continue for some time while they waited for a perfect moment to strike, they couldn’t help a rising sense of anticipation.

Help was coming, Father.

I promise.

            

    
        Chapter 53 - Impatient and Ominous

    
    
    
    
                I yawned, resting my chin in my palm.

I was sitting at the front desk of Van’s butcher shop, right next to the woman I had met all those weeks ago. Rachel, her name was. It was still early in the morning and when I had gotten there, Van had met me at the front desk with an apologetic expression. Apparently, Bleddyn was dealing with a larger than normal order today and it would be some time before he could teach me, if he even had time. I’d offered to help, but Van had told me that Bleddyn had preemptively turned me down. The order was for the manor, and it needed to be done perfectly. My ‘cuts’ were still too amateurish to risk ruining the meat, and potentially coming down on both Van and Bleddyn.

I’d stuck around anyway, deciding to help out Rachel at the front desk instead. I’d taken up plenty of Bleddyn’s, and thus the shop’s, time over the last few weeks that I didn’t mind giving back to it some.

It had been pretty chill so far. There had been few customers so far considering the still early hour, and conversation between Rachel and I was sparse. Mostly, I had been daydreaming and thinking about lessons with Grey. Since we had decided to go forward with the plan ‘unleash hell on Addersfield’, we’d shifted tracks from what we had been doing. Almost all of my time was spent in Grey’s room either learning Abjuration theory or experimenting with Enchanting through Aetherial Melding.

Abjuration was…interesting, I suppose. It was the first school of formalized Magecraft I was learning, even though I couldn’t practice it yet. Apparently, that was because you needed to be able to generate your own mana in order to do so, and I couldn’t yet. I had managed to pry out the reason from Grey, and according to him, level one hundred was the breakpoint there. At that level, you did…something that I couldn’t get him to describe to me, and from that, you gained the ability to take in raw Aether and transform it into Mana or Ki. Depending on whether or not you decided to become a Mage or a Cultivator.

Sometimes, it was pretty damn tiring how cagey that man could be.

I’d been pretty surprised at just how close to science actual Magecraft was, but then again, I shouldn’t have been. Back in my old world, science itself was just a process, and here Magecraft was definitely just a complicated series of processes on how to shape mana. I’d spent most of my time learning terms like ‘sympathetic resonances’, ‘mana layering’, and ‘intentional thought forms’. Grey was insistent that all of this studying was essential to understanding how a Ward Breaker was constructed. At least he wasn’t a bad teacher. He’d have to be a good one, considering how hed had become the head of the largest school on Vereden.

On the other hand, we’d discovered that Enchanting through a meld was very…fluid, I guess you could say. When we had first started to practice with it, I had seen Grey grow almost jealous of Aetherial Melding for the first time. For me, Enchanting through a meld was a very free-form, very loosely defined kind of thing. Through practice, I’d found that I could sort of nudge and direct the required Aether into the enchanting forms needed with my senses and layer them onto an object.

Apparently, that wasn’t how orthodox Enchanting functioned at all.

Grey told me that ninety-nine percent of Enchanting involved carving runes into the object that you wanted to be enchanted. He had taken an old Enchantment Disc apart in order to show me. Sure enough, underneath the shell of the disc I had seen a complicated arrangement of extremely tiny characters carved into both halves of the iron disc. According to Grey, many, many years ago, people had been ‘gifted’ a strange and expansive set of characters by the old and mostly dead Gods. From what Grey told me, there were hundreds of these runes and it was possible to combine them to create unique ones. These characters had a strange effect on ambient Aether, drawing it in until it produced a mystical reaction. The way that Grey described it to me, the effect of a runic string was determined by the sequence of runes that were used in an unbroken, flowing arrangement. He equated it to almost being a form of poetry, but I think he was just waxing poetic himself.

It wasn’t like that for me, obviously. I just directed the Aether manually and layered it on the object to be enchanted. It was exhausting, by far the most exhausting individual Profession I had experimented with through Aetherial Melding, but it was incredibly convenient compared to traditional Enchanting. But it wasn’t without its drawbacks, to Grey’s poorly concealed relief. We’d discovered that my melded enchants were pretty temporary, only lasting a few hours at best. Traditional enchants were far longer lasting because they were anchored to the physical existence of the runes. Without them, my enchants began to degrade almost immediately. Maybe in the future, I could figure out a way to anchor my meld enchants better, but that would likely come with more skill. Grey had actually begun to teach me the traditional way of enchanting. It might end up being the only Profession I learned conventionally. For now, I still wasn’t able to able to make a Ward Breaker.

I was getting close, though. Turns out, if you devote nearly all of your time to learning to make one thing and one thing only, you started to understand it.

I was broken out of my daydreaming by Rachel shifting on her stool next to me. Looking up, I saw someone walking past the window towards the front door of the shop. A customer, then. Moments later, a clean-shaven dwarf dressed in the uniform of the manor servants strode into the shop. My spirits fell at the sight of him. Despite being a servant, I could tell this guy was one of the arrogant ones, just by the look on his face. I was proven right by the sneer he developed at the sight of Rachel and me behind the counter.

“Slaves!” He barked at us. “Where is your master? I refuse to deal with one of your kind.”

This was far from the first dismissive customer I had encountered in the brief time I’d been here. I bet Rachel had to deal with this all the time. She had told me to let her handle this kind of situation before, so I just lowered my head.

“Apologies, master,” Rachel said in a deferential tone, bowing slightly over the desk in her chair. “Master Vandimar is currently occupied in his office and has instructed me to watch the shop in his stead.” She was talking clearer than I normally heard from her, considering her usual accent.

The arrogant dwarf’s sneer deepened. “Perhaps you misheard me, cattle. I refuse to deal with one of your kind, and I don’t care if that glorified merchant is busy counting coppers. Fetch him. Now.” He said, menacingly.

Not looking up, Rachel leaned her head near to mine. “Go get Van, will ye? I don’t think this ‘un will take no fer an answer.” She whispered to me.

Nodding shallowly, I slowly slid off of my stool and walked around the desk. Sidling around the manor servant, and making sure to keep my posture as deferential as possible, I made my way to the staircase leading to the second floor. As I ascended the stairs, I was keenly aware of the servant’s eyes drilling into my back.

Once I was out of sight, I let out a short sigh of relief. It never got any easier, being around most dwarves in town. Most weren’t as bad as that guy, but some got pretty close. I’d had some close calls with people like him, just on the short walk into town some days. Shaking it off, I made my way to Van’s office and opened the door. Inside, it was smaller than you would expect it to be. Much smaller than Ely’s, anyway. The only things inside were two rickety bookcases, a large wooden desk, a couple of chairs, and a cot in the corner. From what Rachel told me, Van spent most of his time up here. He even spent most nights in here.

My entrance caused Van to raise his head from the parchments he was inspecting and blink bleary eyes at me. “Nathan? Whatever brings you up here?”

“There’s a guy from the manor raising a stink downstairs,” I answered, jerking a thumb over my shoulder behind me. “Doesn’t want to talk to Rachel, and ‘demands’ you come down instead.”

My words caused Van to let out an audible groan and begin massaging his forehead. “Impatient fool. I told him the order wouldn’t be ready till midday.” He sighed. “No doubt the privileged idiot is going to insist on hovering over our shoulders until it’s done, now. He’ll just slow the whole thing down.” Looking up at me, Van gave a tired smile. “Inform the gentle dwarf that I’ll be down momentarily. In the meantime, you should probably head home today Nathan. Bleddyn is unlikely to have the time or energy for your usual session.”

I shrugged, unbothered. “Yeah, I was getting that impression.” Honestly, the only reason I was still coming to these sessions was because of Bleddyn. Once we’d finalized a plan on how to escape, it had become obvious that Fleshcrafting lessons weren’t going to help much. However, I had agreed to get trained by Bleddyn, and I didn’t want to cause him an honor issue by suddenly refusing. Frankly, he’d become a bit of a friend, too. I didn’t mind hanging out with him for the brief time we had every week. “I’ll see you later, Van,” I said, turning around to leave.

Van gave a short, distracted farewell as I closed the door to his office. Taking a deep breath, I walked back down the stairs, making sure to adopt a deferential posture again. Once I had reached the shop floor, I bowed slightly to the visibly impatient servant. “Master Vandimar will be down shortly, master. He begs your forgiveness for the delay.”

“He will not receive it.” The servant growled self-importantly.

I bowed again, before walking around him, making sure to read lightly. You never knew what could set off these types. Once I’d made it back around the desk, I bent down to whisper in Rachel’s ear. “I’m off. Bleddyn’s not likely to have time for me, today. See you later, yeah?”

Rachel flicked her eyes in my direction and gave me a small, almost imperceptible nod. “Thanks fer keepin’ me company this morn’. Twas nice.”

I gave her a small smile, thankful that my face was hidden from the servant. Straightening up, I walked back around the desk and began to carefully make my way to the door. Once I had reached it, I was stopped before I could open it.

“Wait!” The servant barked behind me. I froze. “Face me, slave.”

Slowly turning around, I made sure to bow again. “How may I serve, master?”

Through my eyelashes, I could see the servant narrow his eyes at me in suspicion. “Who are you, cattle? Who do you belong to? Vandimar Bellucci only possesses two slaves, the butcher and the woman.”

I could feel myself break out into a cold sweat. How the fuck did he know that? “This one is nobody important, master,” I said, bowing deeper. “This one belongs to Lord Azarus of House Savoy. My master sometimes lends me to Master Vandimar when he has no use for me, that day. As it is, master Vandimar has no use for me either, and I’ve thus been dismissed.”

“Is that so.” I heard the servant say, suspicion thick in his tone. “I thought I recognized you, chattel. You’re the one who survived Lord Magnus’s last hunt, aren’t you? How…fortunate for you.”

I didn’t like the sinister way he said that at all.

“Run along now, fool. I’m sure you’ll have plenty to prepare for, later.” He said with a chortle, malice thick in his voice. I saw the servant turn around and dismiss me in my peripheral vision, and took the chance to escape, almost rushing through the door. Nearly running through town, I started making my way back to Azarus’s house, sweating the whole time.

Fuck, what did he mean by that? Was Magnus cooking up some more evil, petty-minded shit? I made it back to the house and informed Grey and Azarus about my encounter with the servant. They didn’t seem as alarmed as I was but took it seriously anyway. I was promptly given a variety of items to hide away on my person. Among them was a new dagger Azarus had made for me recently. Other than that, the only thing we could do we wait around to see if anything was going to happen.

I don’t think any of us were really surprised when a large squad of guards showed up at the house around midday. They demanded Azarus turn me over and rebuffed him when he insisted on accompanying me. I think everyone involved saw Azarus visibly weigh his odds against the squad and come up short.

To be fair, it was probably the largest gathering of Addersfield guards I had seen up to that point. Guess they hadn’t forgotten their tussle with him a few weeks ago.

The guards hauled me along the back to the back of the manor, and into the clearing behind it. I couldn’t say I was all that surprised when I found Magnus sitting in that same gazebo from last time.

“And here it is,” Magnus said, sweeping his arm in a grandiose manner. He gave me a soulless, sinister smile. “The star of the hour.”

Here we go again.

            

    
        Chapter 54 - Oh, Nevermind Then

    
    
    
    
                “Fuck.” I said to myself, standing in the middle of a narrow forest clearing.

Turns out our suspicion had been right. Even though it hadn’t yet been a month since his last ‘hunt’, Magnus was doing another one. I guess that malicious little shit just couldn’t wait to torment more slaves. When I’d been dragged to the same clearing behind the manor, Magnus had already had two other dead-eyed slaves clothed in little better than rags waiting. After a short, self-aggrandizing speech that I honestly hadn’t paid much attention to, we’d been let loose into the forest. I knew what I had to do; I didn’t need to listen to that asshole jerking himself off over his own perceived brilliance.

All right. All right! I knew where to go, and I knew what to do! I was stronger than I had been last time, and I was more comfortable with my class and skills. Monsters at this level, or even fifty levels above me were dumb as shit from what I’d learned from Grey. I’d had the right idea last time, getting that bear-rabbit stuck in a loop and exploiting it.

Let’s do this.

Sufficiently hyped up, I broke out into a sprint in the direction of the higher-level zone. However, I didn’t make it very far. No sooner had I passed the tree line to exit the clearing than I found myself inexplicably flying through the air and spinning. Caught off guard, I couldn’t even tell what happened to me it was so quick. Seconds afterward, I found myself hanging upside down. Dazed, with blood running to my head, I looked upwards.

I…somehow, I was caught in some kind of rope trap? Both of my feet were bound by thick lengths of rope, from which I was hung like a side of beef by a tree branch far above me. What the hell? Had I stumbled into a hunter’s trap or something? I didn’t even know anyone hunted in these woods for anything but monsters.

Before I could reach for my hidden dagger to try and cut myself down, I heard the sound of boots crunching in the fallen underbrush. Looking back down, I was stunned by what I saw from my upside-down perspective. Slowly, I saw the blurry figure of a woman fade into view maybe twenty feet from my position. As she walked closer to me, she became more and more defined, until I could make out her form more clearly. My first thought was that she looked like she had a leather fetish. Clad head to toe in it, the only thing visible about her was her bright blue glowing eyes. Not even her hair was visible.

When the woman reached my position, she crouched down to better meet my eyes. “Well.” I heard a feminine voice say, with an oddly ringing metallic tone to it. “I was wondering when you would finish your little inspiration party in that clearing.”

I felt my cheeks redden slightly. I’d thought I was alone, so I’d done plenty of arm pumping. That didn’t matter right now, though. “So, uh, is this your doing then?” I said, gesturing above to the rope.

“Hmm.” She made a vague noise of assent. She didn’t say anything else though, she just continued to stare into my eyes intently.

“So…” I trailed off. When she still didn’t say anything, I grew a little irritated despite my vulnerable position. “Do you need something, lady? I’m kind of busy.”

She let out a small laugh. “I do, yes. I happen to have some questions for you, Mr. Mysterious Slave.”

Mysterious? The hell was so mysterious about me? Aside, from, you know. The obvious stuff she couldn’t possibly know about. Maybe she’d been trying to Observe me? I kept my Status veiled with Hidden Amidst the Spheres these days as a matter of routine. Either way…

“Can you cut me down first?” I asked her. “I’m getting a headache. I promise I won’t run without hearing you out first.”

“How bold of you, to make demands of your captor.” The lady said, amused. “Still, I believe you. Very well.” In one smooth motion, she stood up from her crouching position and drew a small throwing knife from a gauntlet on her left arm. She flicked it idly at the rope holding me up, easily slicing through and lodging the knife in a nearby tree. At the same time, I fell face-first into the dirt. Pushing myself up, I spit out a dead leaf that had gotten into my mouth. Wonderful.

With a grunt, I sat up and leaned against the tree I had been suspended from, still sitting. Looking up, I heave a sigh. “All right. Ask your questions quickly. I’m on a time limit.”

That sobered the woman up from the mildly bemused manner she’d been treating me with. Carefully, the woman lowered herself to the ground to sit directly across from me, folding her legs beneath her. Leaning forward, the woman spoke intently. “You are the slave that belongs to Azarus of House Savoy, correct?”

I grunted; not unlike the person she was asking about. “Sort of. I technically belong to Magnus, but Azarus asked for me and Magnus didn’t care to say no.”

The woman was silent for a moment. I got the impression she was surprised. “You are…shocking direct for a slave. Few are the bonded that would refer to their owners so frankly.”

“That wasn’t a question,” I said, irritated. “Get on with it. I don’t want to die from being held up too long.”

She nodded sharply. “Very well. I’m looking for someone, and my investigation has led me to this town. I’ve been observing it for some time now, and have noticed irregularities that lead me to believe my quarry is here. I must ask you, have you heard or seen anything that indicates Magnus of House Savoy is harboring political prisoners?”

I was taken aback, though I tried not to show it. I was silent for a moment myself. “Who are you, lady?” I asked cautiously.

That caused the woman to narrow her glowing blue eyes at me. “Inconsequential. Now, answer my question.” She said menacingly.

I tensed up. “You want me to answer that, you answer mine. Cause my answer to that really fucking depends.”

In a move too fast for me to decipher, much less react to, the woman exploded in my direction from her sitting position. Instantly, she’d pinned me to the tree with one hand with the other held a knife to my throat. “All you’ll get from me.” She hissed into my ear. “Is that I’m a daughter searching for her Father. Now speak, or suffer.”

Despite the perilous situation, I wasn’t afraid. Her words had jogged a memory loose regarding a conversation I’d had with Grey several weeks ago. I opened and closed in mounting astonishment. Finally, I managed to get the word out. “Sylvia?” I asked in disbelief.

Slowly, the woman who I suspected was Grey’s Sculpted daughter drew the dagger away from my throat and kneeled in front of me. “Where did you hear that name?” The woman said quietly, voice thick with emotion.

I stayed where I’d been pinned against the tree, still gob-smacked at the sheer cosmic coincidence. This was the one person in the world who probably wanted Grey to be free as much as he did, and she had held me up at knifepoint. I pushed down a hysterical laugh. “Well, because you’re right. Magnus is keeping one specific political prisoner, at the orders of his Father. But he’s been foisted off on his cousin for…reasons. Grey, or rather Headmaster Greycton, is in the village, sitting around in Azarus’s house.” I paused awkwardly. “It’s, uh, nice to meet you. He’s talked about you a little.”

Sylvia closed her eyes tightly and balled her hands into fists in her lap. “Excuse me for a moment.” She said tightly, shooting to her feet. Rapidly, she walked some distance away from me and behind a tree. I don’t think she walked far enough way though, because shortly thereafter I heard low, muffled sobs from where I was sitting. I tried not to listen.

………………………………………

Sometime later, she approached me again, with her composure intact again. While she’d been gone, I’d gathered and dusted myself off. I’d spent the time both awkwardly staring off into space and nearly bouncing on my tiptoes in impatience. I didn’t have a ton of time to waste.

Before she could say anything, I held up a hand. “Hey, can we, like, run and talk?” I asked anxiously. “I really don’t have a ton of time to get this done for that fucker Magnus.”

Sylvia paused and then nodded at me. “Very well. Lead the way.”

I took off, Sylvia hot on my heels. Running wasn’t as strenuous for me since I’d gotten my Status, and especially since I’d leveled up more lately, so it wasn’t hard for me to run and speak at the same time. As we started to make out way to the higher-level area of the forest that I’d been to last time, I told her all about Magnus’s little ‘hunts’.

“Tch.” She said, clicking her likely metal tongue and making a noise akin to a ringing bell. I’d noticed that if I was having an easy time of the run, Sylvia looked like she was nearly gliding around the forest floor, with how simple it was for her. She was probably higher level than me, which was unsurprising. “I’d suspected he was up to such things, and there have always been rumors about him. How…degenerate.”

“Degenerate. Yeah. You could say that.” I said between even breaths. Movement caught my eye up ahead. Turning to face it, I saw that it was another damn Warg. “Fuck.” I said under my breath, reaching for my still-hidden dagger.

Sylvia’s hand on my arm stopped me though. Turning to face her, I saw that she was shaking her head slightly. “Allow me.” She murmured. Still racing towards the Warg, she raised her right hand and made a flicking motion with it, causing a small heat shimmer in front of it. Ahead of us, the Warg tensed up and snapped its head to the left. With a distorted howl, the creature sprinted off in the direction it was looking, never even noticing the two of us.

I furrowed my brow. “How…?”

Sylvia gave a low chuckle. “You can consider me something of an illusionist. What that fodder saw was the two of us taunting him off to the side, and then sprinting away. By the time the illusion dissipates, we’ll be long gone.”

“Cool.” I wanted to be more impressed, but I still felt pretty focused on the task at hand.

Much sooner than I would have expected, we reached the gloomy high-level zone. I was surprised by what I found, though.

The sinuous red vines were back, snaking through the thorny underbrush. I slowed down when I saw them.

“What is it?” Sylvia asked me.

“I…know these vines. I killed a monster last time I was here that was using them as a trap. But…now they’re back.”

“Such is the nature of monsters. Ever do they return, no matter how many times you destroy them.” Sylvia said dismissively. “Is this beast a viable candidate for ‘Lord’ Savoy?”

I shook my head. “No, it was immobile. We should go around this stuff though; the brush is too dense.” I’d been planning on doing this anyway, before Sylvia even showed up. Last time, I hadn’t had Thorn Grapple. Now I did. Sylvia seemed higher level than me anyway, she could probably keep up.

Extending a hand upwards, I shot out a blood-red thorny vine upwards towards the tree branches. Feeling it catch, I reeled it in, shooting into the overgrowth and landing on a tree branch. Looking around, I saw that we were in a particularly dense section of it. I could just hop and skip my way across them, the branches were so dense. When I turned back around, Sylvia was standing patiently right next to me, giving me a speculative look.

I jumped. I hadn’t even heard her, much less felt the branch bend to accommodate her solid metal weight. I shook my head to clear it of useless thoughts. “All right, let’s go.”

Sylvia merely hummed in the back of her throat.

We set out across the treetop.

………………………………………

It didn’t take us long to find a monster. More importantly, this one wasn’t rooted to the forest floor.

“That’s one fucked up looking deer,” I said, looking down. I was crouched on a wide branch in order to better look down. Idly, I used Observe on the creature below us.




	Name:
	Corrupted Blade-Rack Hart Alpha



	Level:
	??



	Age:
	4 months



	Species:
	Monster



	Abilities:
	??






Corrupted, huh. I could see why it was called that. The ‘hart’ milling around below us barely even looked like the monster I’d once gotten my ass handed to me by. It wasn’t even red, dammit. That was what made a stag a hart. I should know.

Instead of seeming to be flesh like the others, this one looked like it was made out of plant material. Green and fibrous, it looked like it had similarly green bark-like armor growing on it, but in a haphazard way, shooting off in random directions. It still had the same silverly antlers that had goddamn knives growing on them, but they were…wrong. There were too many of them for one, with multiple sets of antlers growing from its head, both large and small. That wasn’t what caught my eye the most, however.

Creeping all along its sinewy body were bright red, thorny, hooked vines.

Syliva hummed in the back of her throat, catching my attention.

“What is it?” I whispered. I didn’t know if that monster could hear us up here, but I wasn’t going to risk it.

“I was perhaps too dismissive, earlier. It’s possible that the beast you fought last time was the Prime of this forest if it’s taken to corrupting other monsters.” Sylvia whispered back to me. I guess she didn’t know if it could hear us either.

“Prime?” I asked, confused. I’d never heard the term before.

Sylvia’s eyes darted away from the monster to meet mine. Seeing that I was serious, I could see her furrow her brow behind her thin mask and hood. Oh, right. She didn’t know I was a Precursor, at least not yet. I’m guessing that was common knowledge.

“It’s not important right now,” I said in a low voice, shaking my head.

Sylvia remained staring at me for a moment before speaking. “Very well.” She whispered. Turning her attention to a pouch on her belt, she rummaged around in it before producing a tightly folded piece of rough paper. “Take this, and give it to my father when you see him next. I took the time to pen it earlier. I believe I know how we’re going to lead your monster back to Magnus.”

            

    
        Chapter 55 - Awkward Celebration

    
    
    
    
                It hadn’t taken long for Sylvia and I to lead the Stag through the forest at a leisurely pace, once she’d trapped it in illusions. That had turned out to be her plan, which was obvious in hindsight. Of course an illusion ninja would solve a problem through the use of illusions. Whatever she was showing it, the beast was downright docile on the trip back and followed us like a faithful hound.

As we had been making our way back to the clearing, I’d explained our current escape plans. Sylvia hadn’t seemed to care much about the potential fate of the townspeople, which I also shouldn’t have been surprised about. Maybe it was uncharitable of me, but the people of this world just seemed more inclined to brutality. The monsters constantly roaming the land and the need to cull them might play a factor in that.

Either way, once we’d reached a point near the clearing, Sylvia had told me to run ahead and she would send the Stag after me. Following her directions, I burst out of the forest into the clearing behind the manor at a full sprint, with plenty of time to spare. Judging by the sun’s position, I’d definitely gotten back here much quicker than I had last time.

As I ran across the clearing, I tried to inject some panic into the arm-waving I was doing at the guards.

“Hey!” I yelled across the field and pointed over my shoulder. “It’s coming!”

However, by the time I reached the guards, the Stag hadn’t shown its face just yet. The guards looked unimpressed, and Magnus was starting to get a gleeful little smile on his face.

C’mon, Sylvia. Any time now, I thought in rising anxiety.

Magnus started to rise up from his chair in this pavilion, before stopping with a frown. The guards on either side of me tensed, causing me to turn in relief. Across the clearing, the Stag was just now exiting the tree line. Even from here, I could see that it looked confused. Seconds later though, it seemed to catch sight of the large group of dwarves and one human. Letting out a vicious warbling roar, the beast lowered its antlers and began charging across the field at us at a surprising pace. I tensed up in surprise. At the rate it was going, it would reach us in seconds.

With a thud, Magnus landed in front of the guard squad, startling me. It looked like he had jumped straight from the pavilion. “Out of my way, fools.” He grumbled. By that time, the Stag was nearing us. With a sneer, Magnus effortlessly grabbed the charging Stag by its sharpened antlers and stopped it in place instantly, uncaring of the blades on them. In a quick, violent motion he threw the monster onto the grass below us. Lifting a foot, Magnus drove it down on the neck of the beast, snapping it with a resounding crack.

Even from my position, I could see that he wasn’t as satisfied with this kill as he had been with the rabbit-bear. Letting out a huge, put-upon sigh Magnus waved a dismissive hand over his shoulder. “The cattle may leave.” He said irritably.

Stepping away from the guards hesitantly, I tried to gauge if they would stop me. They didn’t though, so I turned around and started to make my way to the still-open gate. Walking through, I turned around one last time to look at the clearing.

Magnus was watching me.

A chill ran down my spine from the look on his face. Completely blank, it was as if he’d been hollowed out, leaving only animal instinct behind. As the gates began to close in front of me, I saw, for a split second, his eyes narrow.

………………………………………

It didn’t take me long to get back to Azarus’s house. The strange encounter with Magnus had only driven my desire to get back even higher. Opening the front door, I didn’t even get a chance to call out a greeting before I heard the clatter of a chair and the rapid stomping of boots. Azarus shortly appeared in the doorway to the kitchen across the hall. Catching sight of me, a relieved look stole across his broad, hairy features. Raising a hand of greeting to him, I didn’t get a chance to say anything before he crushed it against me in a one-armed hug. More of an arm across the shoulder thing anyway.

“Ya all right?” He asked concerningly, letting go with a clap on my shoulder.

“Yeah, actually,” I said to him. “For more than one reason. I’ll tell you about it in a bit. First, though, where’s Grey?”

“Right here.” The man himself said, wheeling into view in front of me. “Is something the matter, Nathan? You…appear to be in much better health than you were last time.”

“Ah, no.” I shook my head. “Nothing is the matter. I, uh, have something for you though. See, I met someone in the forest. Someone that wasn’t supposed to be there. They were looking for you, Grey.”

Grey was visibly startled, before leaning forward in his chair almost hungrily. “Was it a rescue party? Have my compatriots finally found me?” He asked eagerly.

“No to the first, sort of to the second,” I said with a smile. “See, you actually told me about the person I met, briefly. It was your daughter, Grey. I met Sylvia, and she gave me a letter for you.”

“Sylvia?” Grey breathed.

I stepped forward, past a gob-smacked Azarus, and pulled out the tightly folded piece of paper Sylvia had given me. Grey held out a trembling hand and accepted it from me, before fumblingly unfolding it. With wide eyes, he veritably devoured every word on the page. When he finished, he crushed the paper against his chest over his heart and began to weep softly.

“Oh…” Grey whispered. “Oh, my Sylvia. You’ve found me…”

………………………………………

Grey had apologized to us, before asking for some time to regain his composure with a watery smile. While he retreated to his room, Azarus and I sat down at the kitchen table.

“Ya really ran into his daughter in the forest? Just like that?” He asked in disbelief.

“Hey, I was surprised as you were,” I said wryly. “I didn’t even tell you how I met her, yet. She got me with a rope trap not far in, and started to interrogate me while I was just hanging around.”

At that, Azarus burst into laughter, while I heard a voice from the doorway.

“Yes, that sounds like my Sylvia,” Grey said with a chuckle of his own, wheeling into the kitchen. “She’s always been fond of her traps.”

“You all right now, Grey?” I asked, over the laughs of Azarus.

Grey smiled at me. “Yes, thank you. It was simply…a shock. A welcome one, but a shock nonetheless.”

“I’ll say,” Azarus said, his laughter dying down. “Not every day ya expect your daughter to come riding to the rescue and leave a letter with your new apprentice.”

I flicked my eyes in Azarus’s direction, slightly confused at his words. Apprentice? Since when? Looking back over at Grey, I found him staring at me with a raised eyebrow. I shrugged in an acquiescing manner. With a silent chuckle, Grey nodded at me in confirmation.

All right, I guess I was Grey’s apprentice now.

Azarus missed Grey and I’s silent conversation and continued speaking. “What did she even say in the letter, anyway? Is she coming to get ya?”

“Alas, no. At least not yet.” Grey shook his head. “The letter was written in a code known only to the two of us, devised when she was still young and freshly sapient. It included further code words confirming her presence near Addersfield. She’s been observing the town for some time now before she ran into Nathan here. The town is apparently more than it appears.”

I leaned forward in interest. “In what way?”

“According to Sylvia, none of the products that Addersfield produces are shipped out,” Grey answered me. “Everything is carted off to a small shed on the outskirts of the walls, and disappears inside. Sylvia theorizes that, based on the amount of produce delivered to such a small building, Addersfield must have an underground storage facility.”

Grey and I turned to Azarus at the same time. Unfortunately, he just looked confused.

“Ain’t never heard anything about that.” He said with a frown, brow furrowed. “I thought it was just a regular plantation but now that you mention it…I’ve never seen a shipment leave town other than one of Grens. And all he does is trade with the locals.”

“Interesting,” Grey said thoughtfully, drumming his fingers on the table. “And you have no idea what the purpose of this supposed stockpile is?”

Azarus shook his head slowly before snorting. “No, but it sounds like something the Prince would do. Anguis is a canny, cagey bastard at the best of times.”

“Well, that wasn’t the only thing Sylvia included in her letter. She writes that now that she had confirmation of my presence, she was going to stay for a few more days. She feels she needs to finish her reconnaissance on Addersfield before leaving for the Kingdom. There, she hopes to gather some of my allies and return to possibly rescue me.”

“Yeah, she told me she was leaving soon,” I said to Grey. “Which means we don’t have to go forward with our plans, right?”

Grey looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “I’m not so sure of that, Nathan. There are complications to consider, and I’d feel more comfortable continuing with our plans. Once Sylvia returns with help, we can make contact with her in the forest and consolidate our plans with theirs.” He paused, before continuing slowly. “You…did tell her that I had been branded and collared, yes?”

“Of course I did,” I said, almost offended that he would think I was that absentminded. “I told her about our plans, so she knows about the Ward Breaker.” I paused as well. “You know, she never asked me how I could still use my Status in order to make one even though I was a slave.”

“I’m not surprised.” Grey shook his head. “She has extensive training as an infiltration and scouting specialist. She likely knew that the how wasn’t as pertinent as the fact that you could, in the moment. In any case, she wrote that she should return in several weeks. In that time, I expect you’ll be able to construct a Ward Breaker, Nathan. You’re getting close to fully understanding the concepts involved.”

Yay.

………………………………………

Later that night, Grey and I were drinking again, this time with Azarus included. We’d just finished dinner not long ago, and Azarus had broken out the same Gnollish alcohol in celebration. We were still in the kitchen, nursing glasses of awful liquor.

Eh, whatever. Booze was booze. I took a sip.

Azarus had his feet up on the cleared table, while Grey was relaxing in his wheelchair, nearly slumped over. Sluggishly, Grey reached fumblingly for his glass and took a gulp from it. He’d had the most out of all of us.

Grey didn’t set his glass down, instead sitting up in his chair. “My friends… a toast! To my daughter, for never giving up on her old man! To family!” He said, slurring slightly and raising his glass.

I saw Azarus roll his eyes before taking his feet off the table. Yeah, I guess he wasn’t too keen on his family. Still, he raised his glass as well. “To family.” He said, unenthusiastically. I don’t think Grey noticed.

I pushed down my own feelings and raised my glass as well. “To family,” I said quietly, clinking my glass with the others.

We all took a drink, only some of us fighting down a grimace at the taste.

The group fell silent for some time before Grey broke it again. “You know, Nathan, I don’t think I’ve ever heard you speak on your family before.”

I stiffened.

Grey continued, not noticing. “I know Azarus’s situation, but I know nothing of yours. Getting word from Sylvia made me realize that.”

I took a deep breath, before letting it out. “Not much to say,” I said shortly.

Azarus glanced at me, before Grey spoke again. He must have heard something in my tone. “Oh, I’m sure that isn’t true. Please, share with us.” He said with a wobbly smile.

I stared down into my glass before sighing. “Well, I only really have my father anymore and…” I pushed down a surge of emotion. “I’m not sure he’s still around.”

“How so?” Azarus asked me quietly, while Grey stared at me in drunken confusion.

I didn’t look up from my drink. “Well, I was his caretaker,” I said quietly. “We don’t have magic back home, so you can’t just wave your hand and cure serious injuries. The same accident that took my mother crippled my father. After that, it was always just the two of us. I was an only child, and we didn’t really have any other relatives. They were all either dead or estranged.”

The table was silent for a moment, my words puncturing even Grey’s drunken state.

“Mom’s death was hard on him, even beyond his suddenly being disabled.” I continued, in a low voice. “He…struggled with serious depression for years. Sometimes…most of the time, I think the only reason he stuck around was because I was there. If I’m gone…” I fell quiet again, fighting with myself. “Since I’ve been gone, I’m not sure if he…survived. Either from nobody to care for him or…”

I couldn’t bring myself to say it.

Grey broke the silence, seeming to have sobered up slightly from my words. “Nathan, I’m sorry. I truly didn’t mean to-”

I shook my head, cutting him off. “No, it’s fine,” I said, standing up from the table. “I…try not to think about it. Sorry for ruining the mood.” Keeping my breath even, I walked out of the kitchen.

As I reached the bottom of the staircase to go to my room, Grey's voice drifted to me from the kitchen.

“Damnit.”

            

    
        Chapter 56 - Restless Experimentation

    
    
    
    
                I didn’t go to sleep immediately after retreating to my room.

All the talk of families had brought all kinds of memories rushing back to me. How it had felt to lose Mom, all those years ago. The struggle to care for Dad right afterward, and how I’d had to grow up quickly. How I’d had to learn to take care of myself even after he’d recovered from his injuries, because he was too depressed to even get out of bed some days. The way I’d barely finished high school and had no hope of attending college, if only because I needed to be home to care for Dad.

Life had been rough for me for a while now, even beyond the whole being transported to another planet and enslaved thing. Sometimes I’d felt I had no future. Before my capture, I’d been working a dead-end part-time job just for us to struggle by. No girlfriend, and few friends, I was amazed that I wasn’t as depressed as Dad was. But…

I’d adapted. Just like how I’d adapted to being a slave, I suppose. Still, in my heart of hearts, I didn’t have much hope regarding Dad…

To chase thoughts of the past out of my head, I’d started practicing in my tiny second-story bedroom. Grey had previously given me several of the books that he had on hand about Enchanting and Abjuration. None of the really advanced reference materials that his captors had graciously let him have to facilitate his work, but the more beginner-friendly stuff. Apparently, the people who’d arranged for Grey to even have reference materials had kind of just thrown a bunch of random books on the subjects together and shipped them to Azarus before I’d arrived. Luckily for me, that meant I could get a background in the subjects beyond just Grey’s lectures.

I considered it fairly interesting material, but it wasn’t working very well to keep my mind off of things. I’d been staring at the same page for nearly five minutes now. Fuck it, maybe some practical work would be better. Setting the book down, I picked up a blank enchantment disc that I’d personally forged out on my grill. I hadn’t done any scribing work on it for it to be functional yet, and I didn’t feel like it now. I just wanted something to focus on while I fired up Aetherial Melding.

Closing my eyes, I easily entered the trance required for me to sense the pulse of Vereden’s Aether. Slowly, I started to stir it about. I didn’t even know if I had any kind of enchantment in mind to practice with. Honestly, I was just kind of playing with the Aether. Through previous tries, I’d found that this was incredibly relaxing. Just feeling the pulse of Aether as it washed over me was almost…fun. It was as if I was on the beach, and letting the waves break over me. The surging of the Aether as it crested over me, the indescribable vitality that I could feel flowing all around. It was already doing the job of taking my mind off of things.

On a whim, I redirected the ambient Aether by syncing it with my own. This was typically the first step I needed in order to start enchanting something, but that wasn’t what I intended. Slowly, I tried something I hadn’t yet. I let the Aether start to gradually stream around me until I was surrounded by an ethereal blanket of pure energy. Even without my eyes open though, I knew that none of this would be visible to the naked eye. From what I’d learned, it took vastly more concentrated Aether than this minuscule amount to be observable.

I sank into the warm embrace of the Aether surrounding me, and drifted…

………………………………………

I don’t know how long I sat at that desk in my newfound state of meditation, but gradually I became aware of an almost tickling sensation. It didn’t happen often, but every once in a while it was like a feather would be dragged down my back. Gradually coming back to awareness, I was startled to find that I’d managed to keep the cloak of Aether flowing around my form the entire time I’d been drifting, almost subconsciously. Mentally, I shook that off though. I was curious now where that sensation was coming from, and how I was even feeling it.

Patiently, I waited for the feeling to repeat itself. It wasn’t long before I felt another feather light touch along my back. Briefly opening my eyes, being careful not to lose my hold on the Aether, I looked over my shoulder. Nothing. I waited for it to happen again. This time, I was able to tell that the touch was occurring on the cloak of Aether that surrounded me. I was just so in tune with energy right now that my senses were confusing a touch on it, as a touch on my skin. Cool.

I still hadn’t been able to tell where it came from though, so I concentrated harder. There! This time, I was able to tell where the feather sensation was coming from. I was a little startled by it though.

It was coming from my collar.

As I watched with my Aetherial sense, every few minutes my collar would extend a thin strand of what appeared to be Mana. Languidly, it would sweep that strand of Mana across my shoulder blades before retreating. I guess that the feather-brushing sensation I’d detected was what Mana against Aether felt like.

I was initially puzzled by what exactly the collar was trying to do, before remembering what exactly was on my left shoulder. My false dummy brand. It clicked then, for me. I remembered everything Grey had told me all those weeks ago about how the complete slave binding circuit functioned. First, you were outfitted with a collar, which had the tracking and death enchantment built into it. Only after you were wearing a collar were you then branded, which contained the Status binding enchantment. The brand itself would only work when applied by a specially prepared iron, and even then, it wasn’t activated immediately. That was the function of the all-important third enchantment on the collars. The activation enchantment.

That was it! That was what I was feeling. That thin strand of Mana that I was feeling sweep across my shoulders must be the Status binding activation enchantment. I’d never received a proper brand, thank God, and thus the collar couldn’t ‘hook’ onto it and block mine. Even after all this time, my collar was still trying to bind my Status. It couldn’t though, and so it was stuck in a kind of loop, eternally trying and always failing. Even if I couldn’t feel it, this must have been happening for months.

Morbidly interested despite myself, I waited until the enchantment sent out another strand of Mana and cautiously grabbed it with Aetherial Melding. I kept a very light touch on it though, because I didn’t want to accidentally set off the fucking bomb enchantment set into my collar. The Mana was interesting to my senses, though. Carefully, I let my senses rest on it. Beyond the raw energy part of the strand, I was able to sense something pulsing up and down it. Recalling my studies, I recognized it as what Enchanters called Intent. One part of Grey’s lectures had taught me that Intent was what gave an individual enchantment direction. This Intent I was feeling must have been the actual activation signal. Interesting.

Slowly, I let go of the strand of Mana. Mentally, I let out a sigh of relief when it retreated back into the collar with no issues. Even I recognized that playing with part of my collar's enchantments was reckless. It was probably too dangerous to mess with. I decided not to tell Grey that I had nearly killed myself by screwing with my collar.

I was hit with a sudden wave of exhaustion once I’d finished. All that messing about with Aether had tired me out where my studying hadn’t. Getting out of my desk chair, I stumbled my way over to my bed and fell face-first into it.

I was out like a light almost immediately.

………………………………………

I actually slept surprisingly well. Despite being up working far past my usual bedtime, I felt surprisingly refreshed when I woke up. Not only that, but I woke up earlier too. Judging by the lack of light outside, I think it may have even been before sunrise. Who knows, maybe it was the Aether meditation that gave me some fantastic sleep.

In a remarkably good mood, I made myself a quick breakfast and a cup of steaming hot tea. On a whim, I took a chair along with my meal outside to wait for and watch the sunrise. Before long, the sun began to peek over the horizon, bathing Azarus’s backyard in that same green light I’d seen back in Rhoscara. You know, now that I thought of it, I’d never asked Grey about this.

Speaking of…

Behind me, I heard the sound of wheels entering the kitchen through the kitchen window. Standing up and setting my plate on my chair, I looked inside to find Grey peering blearily around. I waved my free hand to catch his attention before motioning him outside. Before I sat down, I saw him begin wheeling in my direction. Shortly thereafter, the backdoor opened to my right and Grey poked his head out.

“Nathan?” He said in surprise. “My word, what are you doing out here at this hour?”

I took a sip of my tea and shrugged at him. “Dunno. I just…felt like it, I suppose. I slept better than I expected and came out here to watch the sunrise. Speaking of, I have a question for you. C’mon out, will you?”

With a bemused smile, Grey did as I bid him and fully wheeled outside to sit next to me. “What question would that be?”

With the hand holding my mug, I gestured out before us. “What’s with all the green?”

“You’ll have to be more specific than that, I’m afraid,” Grey said with a smile, nodding towards the copse of trees across from us.

“I’m talking about the sunrise. Why exactly is it green for a bit? Where does it even come from? That sure as hell doesn’t happen back home.”

“Oh, is that so?” Grey said, interested. “Well, you’re in luck. I happen to have some personal interest in Aetherological Astronomy. The brief period of green light you’re referring to is known to occur because of an interaction between the Aether of Vereden, and the Aether of our sun and moon. As the sun rises, the comparatively stronger Aether of our sun suppresses the Aether of our moon. The waning of the Elysian Aether, combined with the waxing of the Tarusian Aether causes the Aether of Vereden to flare and briefly color the sunrise. An entirely harmless, and quite striking phenomenon.”

I hummed, interested. I knew he’d know the answer. “Elysian? Tarusian?”

Grey chuckled and shook his head. “The names of our moon and sun. Elys is our moon, and Tarus our sun.”

I nodded to myself, satisfied. Slowly, I continued eating my breakfast and sipping at my tea. In the meanwhile, Grey and I watched the sun continue to rise over the horizon. By the time the green period of it had finished, so was I. Grey spoke up again around then.

“Nathan, I’d like to apologize for my tactlessness last night.” He said, turning to face me. “I’m afraid the alcohol suppressed my social graces, and I touched upon a sore subject. At the same time, I’d like to apologize for never inquiring about your own personal familial situation. It was quite thoughtless of me, and I apologize for my lack of empathy.”

I shook my head, surprisingly at peace. “It’s fine, really. I never brought it up either, you know? I just…don’t like to think about it often, for obvious reasons. Water under the bridge, as far as I’m concerned. Whatever happened to Dad…” I paused for a moment, suppressing a pang of emotion. It faded, though. “I don’t know if I’ll ever find out, and I just need to deal with that.”

“As you say,” Grey said, still audibly concerned. “I…did have another idea I wished to bring up with you.”

I latched onto the change of subject, desperate to change the awkward subject. “Oh yeah, what was that?”

“Well, the thought occurred to me, that in order for our plan to succeed, you need some training in stealth and infiltration. Originally, I was going to instruct you myself, but isn’t there a much more capable specialist in the subject currently camping just outside the walls?” Grey said with a smile.

Oh.

Hmm…

I leaned forward closer to Grey in interest. “Tell me more.”

            

    
        Chapter 57 - Midnight Rendezvous

    
    
    
    
                With a grunt, I finished climbing the outer wall of Addersfield. Swiftly, I scaled the log at the top and dropped down to the forest floor beneath me.

After our morning talk, Grey and I had waited for Azarus to wake up before discussing our new idea with him. That idea being, I should make a nighttime trip in order to rendezvous with Sylvia and ask for her assistance in learning some basic stealth and infiltration. Maybe pick up the skills for them in the process.

This wasn’t as crazy as it sounded.

Turns out, the Addersfield guard was pretty reliant on the usage of the wards in order to track intruders and escapees. They only bothered to keep sentries at the front gate and the back one, with no patrols along the walls at all. The wards automatically tracked everyone who entered and exited the town. Hell, from what Azarus had told me once he was up, you couldn’t even physically enter the town unless you were keyed into the wards that Grey was so intent on breaking. Apparently, visitors, merchants, and even all the townspeople were assigned little charms that acted as passkeys for entering the town. He’d shown me his, a little rectangular wooden trinket with some runes on it.

But according to Grey, our slave collars had the same passkey enchantment built into them. Otherwise, no slave would be able to labor for their ‘master’ inside the walls. When I’d expressed incredulity at this apparent security flaw, Azarus had shrugged and told me that the control slate was better for keeping track of slaves that tried to escape. I didn’t have to worry about being tracked just outside the walls though, as the slate didn’t give pinpoint accurate location data for each collar. It only acted as a sort of homing beacon for them.

Azarus had agreed that our plan had merit and forged a quick pair of climbing claws for me. I'd actually asked him why I even needed them, when I had a skill custom-made for scaling surfaces like Thorn Grapple. Grey had interjected at that point, and told me it was better to learn the actual skill of climbing, if I wanted to learn proper infiltration techniques.

Whatever, I was down.

Afterward, we’d just waited for the sun to set in order to outfit me for the expedition. Azarus had found some black clothes in the back of his closet that surprisingly fit me. They’d also laden me down with the same potions and dagger that I had taken with me into Magnus’s latest hunt.

After that, it had been an easy matter for me to cut through the forest near Azarus’s house with my Thorn Cloak active. Even if I didn’t need to, I was still careful not to make much noise though on my trip to the outer walls. I didn’t want to tempt fate. Once there, I’d taken out the steel climbing claws Azarus had made for me and easily scaled the Addersfield wall.

Looking back up, I resisted the urge to whistle. I’d just dropped maybe thirty feet without feeling any sort of strain. Having a Status was pretty damn useful.

Rising to my full height, I took a quick look around. I’d dropped into a section that hadn’t been cleared, it seemed. There was nothing else but trees around me. Problem was, I couldn’t see the hill that Sylvia had told me she was camped out on from this position. I’d have to find a break in the overgrowth in order to signal her.

I set off.

It didn’t take me long to find a suitable signaling point. Maybe ten minutes at the most. Stopping in a small forest clearing, I reached into the pouch that Grey had outfitted me with and drew a small mirror. Lifting it, I tried to angle the mirror to catch the light of the full moon we were having tonight and angle it to the hill I could make out. Shit, I hope I wasn’t screwing this up. It’s not like I’d ever tried to mirror signal someone before.

I nearly had a heart attack when a voice spoke up from behind me.

“No need for that.”

Barely stifling a scream, I spun around in a panic, fumbling for the dagger sheathed at my belt. A firm hand clamped down on it before I could. Following the arm to its source, I found a familiar leather-clad figure.

“Be calm,” Sylvia said to me, soothingly. “It is only I. Apologies for startling you.”

“Shit, Sylvia.” I gasped, panting slightly from the adrenaline rush. “Where did you come from? How did you find me?”

Sylvia stepped back, letting go of my hand. “I was inspecting the walls. I hadn’t done so yet and thus made the decision to do so before I left. Movement along the walls drew my attention, and I came to investigate and thus led me to you. More importantly, what are you doing out here?” She asked curiously, movement behind her mask implying a raised brow.

I finished calming down, glancing around in the process. “Yeah, about that. Is it safe to talk here?”

“It is,” Sylvia replied without even looking. “There are no guards outside the walls tonight, and there are no monsters anywhere near our position.”

I took a breath before nodding. I had no idea how much higher level than me she was. I’m guessing her senses were far better than my own. “So, you know our whole plan on how to escape, right?” At her nod, I continued. “Well, Grey brought up that I still need to learn some basic stealth and infiltration if I’m going to break into the manor, and-”

Sylvia cut off my rambling. “And he suggested that I should teach you before I leave. Perhaps just enough so you earn the Stealth skill?” She said with a thoughtful nod. “Yes, that sounds like Father. Very well, I agree.”

I stared at her in slight disbelief. “What, just like that?”

“Indeed.” She said, unperturbed. “It’s no great burden. However, this isn’t the ideal place for such instruction. I would suggest you follow me to my camp, but you lack the speed to make the journey before night’s end. I will carry you, and there will I train you.”

“Wait, wha-” I barely managed to get out before Sylvia scooped me up in a princess carry in a blur of speed. As she started running at speeds that far outstripped my own, I covered my face with my right hand in embarrassment.

I could never let Azarus know about this.

………………………………………

Perhaps fifteen minutes of running later on behalf of Sylvia, we reached her campsite. Thankfully, she set me down as soon as we reached it. As I self-consciously straightened my clothes, I cast an eye around the location.

It really wasn’t much.

Located next to a small grouping of trees on top of a low hill, it looked to me like it was just a tent. The tent itself was set up out of the way of prying eyes, easily concealed by the foliage it was surrounded by. I didn’t see anything else that indicated her presence in the area. There wasn’t a campfire or anything to cook food, or even for warmth or light. Which made sense, I suppose. You didn’t exactly want to give away your position when you were spying, after all. I was knocked out of my inspection by something being thrown into my chest. Catching it, I looked down at what it was.

It looked like a mass of human skin.

Yelping, I dropped the seeming flesh ball at my feet and stared at it, horrified. Hearing a short, silvery laugh I look up to find Sylvia chuckling at me with a hand over her masked mouth.

“You have nothing to fear.” She said to me, still chuckling. “I assure you, it’s not what you think. Please, inspect it more closely.”

Giving her the side eye, I nonetheless did as she said. I gingerly reached down and picked up the fleshy mass between my thumb and index finger, causing it to unfurl. Furrowing my brow in confusion, I used my other hand to stretch it out.

It…kind of looked like a mask? It seemed to be one, at least. It was a thin length of what appeared to be skin, cut in the shape of a face. It even had holes for the eyes, nostrils, and mouth. It seemed kind of featureless though.

“Fat.” I heard Sylvia say. Snapping out my inspection, I shot Sylvia a startled, wounded look.

“Excuse me?” I asked, offended. I wasn’t fat, thank you very much. If nothing else, the food on Vereden had agreed with me and I’d lost what little extra weight I’d had.

“That, is a fat. Or rather, a Facial Alteration Tool.” Sylvia answered, audibly amused. “It’s an arcane construct used for spy craft. They allow you to manipulate the shape of your facial features once applied. I was issued a number of them for my expedition, despite their general uselessness for one of my kind. You may take my stock with you when you leave.”

Oh.

I felt my cheeks heat up slightly in embarrassment, before shaking it off. I held the…FAT up to the moon in order to allow the light to stream through it. Now that I had a better look at it, I could tell that it wasn’t real skin. The light revealed there weren’t any veins inside of the mask.

“Did…did the guy who named these things choose the name on purpose? You know, for the acronym?” I asked, curious despite myself.

“I wouldn’t know.” Sylvia shrugged. “They were invented before my time. In any case, while I have no use for them, I do know how to activate them. I will teach you how, and then I’ll begin instructing you on basic stealth and infiltration tactics.”

I lowered the FAT and nodded at her. “All right then. Let’s get started.”

………………………………………

Sylvia taught me what she could over the coming hours. I wasn’t used to telling time by moonlight, but Sylvia told me we’d been practicing for around three hours.

She was…a demanding tutor.

Between the lectures on stealth tactics, Sylvia had me running drills. We started out with what was essentially hide and seek, and varied it up with other things. Trap setting and detection, body language demonstrations, acrobatics practices…

It was a lot to pack into one night, but we managed.

I collapsed with a groan, back on the hill that Sylvia’s camp was set on. Sylvia had declared that it was time to take a break before finishing, and who was I to argue with her? Rolling onto my back, I gazed up at the sky, physically exhausted in a way that I hadn’t been for a while. With a small chuckle, Sylvia gracefully sat down next to me on my right.

Mentally, I pulled up my Status. Time to see if any of this had been worth it.
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Mentally selecting the Talent page, I pulled it up.




	Racial Talents
	General Talents
	Class Talents



	Hidden Amidst the Spheres: Veils your Status
	Spear Proficiency Lvl. 3
	 



	The Scintillant Blade: Strike the root
	Acting Lvl. 4
	 



	Dream of the Infinite: Allows unshackled Aetherial growth
	Stealth Proficiency Lvl. 2
	 



	Language Adaptation: Allows understanding and communication with all discovered species
	 
	 






There it was. I’d gotten the Stealth talent. Hell, I’ve even gotten a second level in it, somehow. I let out a sigh of relief.

Sylvia must have heard me, because she turned her head to face me. “Hmm?”

I was startled, despite myself. That’s right, most people needed a reflective surface to check their surface.

Wait.

More than that, Sylvia still didn’t know anything about me. Especially the whole Precursor thing.

“I…have a skill that lets me check my Status,” I said tentatively. Sylvia let out a slight sound of surprise, but I continued before she could speak. “In fact, it’s a racial. You see, I’m actually…not a normal human. I’m a Precursor.”

I saw Sylvia blink at that. We sat in silence for a moment before Sylvia broke it.

“And that is…?” She asked curiously.

I blinked back at her. She blinked back.

“You…don’t know?” I asked, stunned. Immediately afterward, I felt like a massive fool. Of course not everyone would know about your super special race, you dumbass. Grey told you that Precursors were rare. Not everyone was obligated to pander to you.

“Ah, no,” Sylvia said, sounding embarrassed herself for the first time I’d know here. “Since I became aware, I’ve simply not had to time to pursue my studies the way I wished to. I…only had a few, short, peaceful years with my father before the Uprising began, and since then I’ve been quite busy. I…apologize if your race is more commonly known.”

Only a few years? But from what Grey had told me, the Uprising only began recently…

I remembered then, what he’d told me about Sylvia’s people. The Sculpted, they were called. It had only been five years since the first of them had become fully sapient, which must have been her. He’d told me that he’d adopted the first of them to do so, which was also the first he’d successfully made. If that was true, despite her maturity and capability, Sylvia was actually only about five years old…

I sat up with only a little difficulty. “No, I’m sorry. I was being inconsiderate. It’s actually not that commonly known, from what I understand. Let me tell you about it, starting with what Grey told me.”

For the next while, I told Sylvia about myself. About how I’d been transported here those months ago, and then enslaved. How Grey and Azarus had saved me and then taught me. I told her about my home, and about what Precursors were supposed to be. I told her about my Precursor racial ‘powers’, and our quest to understand and unlock them. Sylvia absorbed my explanation easily. She didn’t make a sound, simply paying me rapt attention.

Once I was finished, we sat in silence for a moment longer. I was tired myself, and I think Sylvia was absorbing everything.

She broke the silence eventually. “I see.” She said quietly. Slowly, her hands drifted to her head. Gradually, she began to undo a number of cleverly hidden clasps strewn about her masks. One by one, her leather covering began to fall away from her head, revealing more and more gleaming silver skin. Unfastening the last of them, her mask fell away from her head completely, unleashing a wave of gold that fell down her back.

It was her hair. I think it was actual, spun gold. Long, if not for the metallic sheen to it, I would have mistaken it for real, keratin-based hair. When Sylvia turned to face me, my breath caught in my throat.

“Thank you for telling me.” She said softly, fully unmasked for the first time since I’d met her.

She was beautiful.

If…not slightly inhuman.

Delicate, feminine features set into a perfectly oval face; I could see how it had been literally hand sculpted. Gem-like blue eyes, that might have actually been carved out of gemstones, quite literally glowed in the dark of the night. But it was her inhuman features that drew my eyes the most. It looked like it was constructed out of dozens of thin plates made out of a shining silver metal that articulated around and against themselves to create a human face. They perfectly mimicked the facial muscular groups that existed in a human one. As I watched, they shifted noiselessly and seamlessly with every minute change in expression. But it somehow didn’t trigger an uncanny valley effect in me. The gaps and seams in between the thin plates were so slight that it appeared more like she had facial tattoos. It was… a striking effect.

As I watched her, I’m sure with my mouth agape, I saw her purse her lips. That knocked me out of my stupor. “I-I’m sorry.” I stuttered. “It’s just…I’ve never met one of your people before and you’re.” I groped for the word. “Gorgeous.” I breathed.

Under the light of the full moon, I’d never seen anyone or anything so beautiful.

            

    
        Chapter 58 - Stealth Lessons

    
    
    
    
                After my little explanation and subsequent embarrassment when seeing Silvia without her mask, we picked up on the training again. Nothing heavy or physically strenuous again, she just showed me how to use the FAT. It was kind of fun, actually. It was like playing with clay, to an extent. The mask could adhere to my face by itself, and using a small mirror you could hand adjust your facial features. Once you had reached a face you liked, you could freeze the mask into that configuration with a command word. The mask degraded though, so you could only use a single one a few times. Thankfully, Silvia had been given five of them for her mission, even though she didn’t have a use for them.

Hooray for bureaucracy.

That only took us about half an hour though, and now that we were done, we were preparing to head back to town. Silvia had told me that she was going to help me sneak back over the wall. In the meanwhile, we were just chatting.

“…and I don’t even know what a Precursor is,” I said to Silvia, adjusting the pouch with the FAT’s in it. “Sure, I know what Grey’s told me, but that isn’t helpful. That only tells me I’m supposed to be special somehow, and that we’re rare. But I don’t know why I’m here, and I don’t know the reason. Did a god bring me here? Did the System? I really don’t know, and sometimes I think Grey expects too much from me because I’m supposed to be some mysterious figure out of legend.”

I don’t know why I was dumping all this on her. I hadn’t even spoken about this to either Grey or Azarus, because I didn’t want to ruin their expectations. I knew that they’d been placing their hopes in me for some time now, and I didn’t want to spit in their face after how they’d saved my life. But Silvia? For some reason, I found myself spilling all of my garbage to her. Maybe it was because I’d just met her, or maybe it was because she was the daughter of the man I’d found myself apprenticed to.

Hell, maybe it was because she was pretty. I wasn’t perfect, sue me.

Silvia paused putting her mask back on her face. So far, she’d only strapped the lower portion back onto her metallic face. Right now, she was in the process of collecting her literally golden hair. “I understand, perhaps better than you know. All of my people do.” She mused. “We’re so young, and as a people, we don’t understand who we are. Not truly. Not yet. We only know what we don’t want to be, and that’s property. And so, we fight, in order to secure a future free from the yoke and plow. Perhaps…perhaps you need to find something worth fighting for as well, Nathan. A path that you believe in.”

I was silent, mulling over what she’d said. A path worth fighting for, huh. What would that be for me? I didn’t know. I don’t think I wanted to try and get home to Earth. The only thing that really tied me back there was Dad, and I wasn’t sure if he’d survived my absence. There were so many painful memories tied to it that I felt no particular fondness for my former home.

“Maybe…” I whispered. “Maybe for now I can just fight for a new start. Maybe I can just try and build a new life here.”

“Perhaps.” Silvia acknowledged, strapping the last of her mask on her head. “Sometimes just fighting for a chance to discover yourself is enough. It’s what we’re doing.”

You know, for a five-year-old magical robot, Silvia came off as pretty wise.

“But enough of that.” She continued. “We need to get you home.”

Addersfield had never been a home for me, not even Azarus’s house. But I got what she meant.

I nodded, but I’d forgotten one important detail. Before I could even object, I found myself scooped up into another princess carry.

Oh, whatever. Might as well enjoy the ride. I sat back in Silvia’s arms and watched the forest blur by us.

………………………………………

Once we reached the walls, Silvia didn’t put me down immediately. Instead, she leaned down closer to me.

“I will only remain at my camp for the next two days before I depart.” She whispered to me. “You are welcome to join me for additional lessons in that time.”

“Sounds good to me,” I whispered back.

Then, Silvia got a glint in her eye that I was beginning to learn meant mischief. “Then, for now, I bid you goodbye.” Before I could say anything in return, she reared me back with me in her arms and tossed me straight up and over the wall, as if I was a ball. I flew with surprising speed, easily clearing the top. I barely managed to hold in a scream at the abrupt throw, and doubly so as the ground began to rapidly close in on me. With a muted thud, I managed to stumble my way into a controlled landing, leaving me sitting on my ass. Staring at the wall in disbelief, I shook my head. That woman was going to be the death of me, I swear.

Wavering to my feet, I activated Thorn Cloak. With one last glance at the wall, I started making my way through the forest to Azarus’s place.

………………………………………

I came back out to Silvia again, over the next few days. I found I enjoyed the lessons that she would give me. I actually enjoyed it more than the sporadic combat training that Azarus put me through, every so often. As part of our training, Silvia took the time to involve me in her surveillance of Addersfield. She called it extra training as a scout. The cool part of it was that she had an actual extendable enchanted spyglass. Part of those enchants included some kind of night vision enchantment, allowing us to see things clearly in the dark of night.

It was pretty cool, honestly.

Silvia pointed out the shed she had written about to Grey. It didn’t seem like much to me. It just looked like a ramshackle wooden building, barely large enough for a cart to fit inside. Certainly didn’t look like the secret entrance to a potential underground storage bunker. Since all our training sessions took place at night, we were never at the right time to see a delivery disappear inside. But what did I know? I took her word for it.

Part of that surveillance was actually of use to me, though. Silvia let me use her spyglass to inspect the mansion intently. The entire point of this training was to get me to infiltrate it, after all. While I was studying the manor, Silvia pointed out features and rooms on the mansion that she had suspicions about. One of the most useful things she pointed out to me was the servant’s entrance. That was likely going to be my entry point. After all, slaves were kind of servants for these people.

It was a large building, especially compared to the rest of Addersfield, but it wasn’t that big. There were only so many rooms that my objectives could be in. She indicated three rooms in particular, one on the second floor, two on the third. One, she suspected belonged to an important official, based on the amount of time she could see firelight dancing in the window. Apparently, the occupant had a tendency to work late into the night. If her suspicion was right, that one might belong to the Seneschal, Orinbar. Vandimar’s uncle.

Silvia strongly suspected that the other two rooms belonged to Magnus in some way. One was probably his personal chambers, and the other? Well, the other one might just be the room the Ward Stone was kept in. But I couldn’t just work off of assumptions. I was still going to have to infiltrate the manor. When, if, the time came for us to set off our plan to escape, I would need certainty on the location of both the Control Slate, and the Ward Stone.

Too bad that Silvia couldn’t do it for me. She was without a doubt the better stealth specialist. Unfortunately, you needed a specially attuned pass device to bypass the wards around Addersfield.

Silvia told me she had actually held up a messenger from Addersfield not far from the town. She’d pilfered both his pass key, and a number of documents from him. Upon inspecting it, that had been when she’d realized they needed to be attuned. Sadly, the documents had been useless for her too, to her later regret. They’d been written in a code that she wasn’t able to break. She’d need to bring them with her when she left in order to get the papers deciphered.

But beyond even that…

I spent a lot of time just speaking with Silvia. She was just…so easy to talk to. It’s not like I was just complaining to her, either. We spoke about our individual childhoods quite a bit. Well, hers was much shorter than mine. Technically, her ‘childhood’ as she called it was the first two years after she became aware, before the Uprising began. It was interesting, and honestly kind of amusing, to hear how Grey had acted as a sudden unexpected father to a magical construct with the maturity level of a late teen. Apparently, that’s the level of personality that all Sculpted came into existence with.

In return, I told her about Earth and my life back on it. Things that were mundane to me, were fascinating to her. Looking back on it, I agreed. While Vereden wasn’t as uncomfortable for me to live as I would expect of a swords and sorcery fantasy world, it wasn’t Earth. God, what I wouldn’t do for a modern air conditioner.

Wait.

That should be possible, from my understanding of Enchanting. Project for later.

Moving on, I think I could definitively say that I’d made a friend. It felt…good.

As all good things do though, our training eventually came to an end. After we had finished our last training session on the third day of it, Silvia had surprised me with an awkward hug. I…didn’t expect that out of her. She hadn’t struck me as a particularly physically affectionate person. I’d awkwardly returned it.

“Please, look after my father.” She had whispered in my ear. I’d promised I would.

The next morning, Grey, Azarus and I decided that it was time.

I was going to break into the manor.

………………………………………

“Seriously?” I said incredulously to Azarus. “I don’t?”

Azarus shrugged. “Yep. Ya don’t need different clothes. The manor slaves don’t have any kind of special uniforms. Based on my impression of him, Orin would just say that’s a ‘frivolous expense’. Dwarf’s kind of a spend-thrift.”

“I can’t believe I can just wear my normal clothes,” I said, shaking my head. Said normal clothes were a simple white lace up tunic, and brown breeches.

“Not entirely true.” Grey cut in. “You won’t be able to wear your shoes. After all, there’s no use wasting good footwear on a slave of all things.” He rolled his eyes.

The three of us were gathered around the kitchen table, going over the plan for my infiltration. We’d gotten up so early that the sun wasn’t even up yet. Things were going unexpectedly well.

“God, security is so sloppy here,” I muttered to myself. Part of my training with Silvia on stealth and infiltration had necessarily included some knowledge of what I needed to infiltrate. In other words, I was actually able to understand just how poor Addersfield security was. “If it wasn’t for the wards, this place would have spies waltzing in and out every day, no problem.”

“Well, that’s simply the way things go, normally,” Grey told me. “The all-encompassing versatility of most wards renders many security practices moot. After all, you can typically tune them to achieve the desired effect without installing inconveniences like sufficient precautions.”

“Their fuck-up is our gain,” Azarus grunted. “What else does he need?”

“Well, I have my FAT,” I said, ignoring Azarus’s chuckle. I didn’t blame him. “But that does nothing for my hair, just my face. Grey?”

Grey nodded and sat two full vials on the table. “As requested, I took the time to brew some simple hair coloring. This one,” He pointed to. “Will darken your hair to a near pitch black. A very frequently occurring shade among the common citizenry. The other will reverse the coloring. Simply apply either potion to your hair, and it will absorb and change the hue rapidly.”

I took the vials and stepped away from the table. I took a deep breath. “All right then. I’m going to go put the FAT on and apply the potion. I’ll be back in a bit.”

Exchanging serious nods with Grey and Azarus, I exited the kitchen and walked up the stairs to the washroom. Entering it and closing the door, I got started. First, I used the potion on my hair. Sure enough, the contents of the vial were rapidly absorbed into my hair. Seconds later, it had darkened to a very dark black. After that, I took out one of the FAT’s that Silvia had given me. I’d gotten used to manipulating them after our practice, so it didn’t take me long to rearrange my facial features. When I was finished, a stranger stared back at me from the mirror. It was a little disconcerting, actually, not recognizing yourself in the mirror. Self-consciously, I reached up to trace the scar I had received from the Blade-Rack Hart those months ago. It was probably my most noticeable facial feature these days, and now it was hidden beneath a layer of false skin.

I shook it off. Daylight was burning, and I needed to get his done.

I exited the washroom and walked down the stairs to find Grey and Azarus waiting for me.

“Who the hell are you?” Azarus said. “How did ya get in my house?”

I rolled my eyes at him. “Well, you know, the window was wide open,” I said sarcastically. “I just couldn’t help myself.”

Grey ignored our banter. “And you have your dagger?” He asked anxiously.

Turning away from Azarus, I nodded at him. I patted my hip. “Yeah, It’s right here.” Said dagger was in a simple sheath strapped tightly to my thigh. Honestly though, if I ended up needing it in the manor, I was probably fucked. I was taking it more as a tool than a weapon.

Grey took a deep breath before letting it out as a sigh. “Well then. That’s it.”

“Nothing to it, but to do it,” I said with a faint smile, knowing full well I was making a reference none of them would understand. They still nodded solemnly though, as if I had said something profound.

It’s the little things, sometimes.

Gathering my courage for the last time, I left Azarus’s house.

Time for a sneaking mission.

            

    
        Chapter 59 - Infiltration

    
    
    
    
                It was early enough in the morning that the green period hadn’t ended yet. Once again, I left Azarus’s house not from the entrance onto the side road, but through the forest with Thorn Cloak active. Even though I was heading toward the wall again, I didn’t intend to go far outside of it. I was angling for the servant’s entrance into the manor, which was along the opposite side of the manor from Azarus’s place. There was no convenient connecting stretch of forest that I could slink through to reach it, so I’d have to briefly go outside the wall in order to bypass the guards along the back gate.

Before long, I’d reached the wall. Swiftly getting out my climbing tools, I scaled the wall much quicker than I had the first time, Thorn Cloak still running. I’d had plenty of time to practice climbing this wall during my trips out to see Silvia. Dropping down to the other side as quietly as I could, I started making my way along the outer wall as swiftly as I dared. Before long, I’d reached the clearing where Magnus’s hunts occurred and the back gate stood. Even from my position, I could hear the creaking of the guard’s armor as they shifted in place before their post. Taking a breath to settle my nerves, I crept my way out far enough into the clearing to minimize whatever unintentional noise I would make. Slowly, I navigated my way across the clearing until I was on the other side, conscious of all the little stealth tricks Silvia had taught me.

Once I was safely ensconced within the tree line of the clearing, I caught myself before I could let out a relieved sigh. No unnecessary noise, fool. Shaking it off, I slunk my way back to the wall at an angle, making sure to arrive far from the guards. Briefly peeking through the tiny gaps in the logs of the walls, I was able to confirm that there was forest on the side. Taking out my climbing claws again, I scaled the wall again before dropping down to the other side. All right, now to get to the servant's entrance.

It didn’t take me long to find it, as it was close to the back of the manor, but thankfully out of sight of any guards. Okay, now it was time for the next part of our plan.

Silvia had confirmed for me that the manor’s contingent of slaves didn’t actually live inside the manor. Every morning, the slaves would trudge up the pathway along this side of the manor and enter this door. Supposedly, they would be put to work once inside. Silvia had suggested that I find a way to slip in with that group of slaves in order to get inside. Once there, it was my job to think on my feet in order to do my reconnaissance and find both the slate and the Ward Stone.

Getting my first close-up look at the door, I noticed that there was a row of large bushes on either side of the pathway that extended out in front of the servant’s entrance. Making a split-second decision, I darted my way out of the tree line and into the foremost bush that still technically stood on the main path. Once inside, I crouched down in it as low as I could in order to minimize my profile and prayed Thorn Cloak would keep me hidden. It should, though. My impression of the skill is that it was meant for hiding in foliage.

The green period began to end not long after that, and down the path, I could see movement. Before long, I saw a haphazard group of dispirited slaves trudging their way down the small dirt road. I noted that they didn’t have a guard escorting them, which I could only be thankful for. That would have complicated matters. I couldn’t help but hold my breath in anticipation. Once the front of the group had reached my position, the slave that had been leading them turned around and gave the group a weak smile, but didn’t say anything. Turning back around, he walked up the path to the door and opened it. As the group of slaves were walking past my position, I waited for my moment. The minute that the last person in the group passed me, I instantaneously canceled Thorn Cloak and slid out of the bushes to walk behind him. I mentally winced at the slight rustling noise my exit had caused, but the slave in front of me didn’t even react. Once it was my time to enter inside, my eyes met those of the lead slave who was holding the door open for the group. Giving him a weak smile, I was internally relieved when he didn’t hesitate to return it. Looks like I’d managed to avoid raising any suspicion among the other slaves, at least. The lead slave closed the door behind me.

Discreetly looking around, I noticed that we had entered what appeared to be a kitchen that was currently empty. That didn’t last long though, as with a bang one of the servant dwarves of the manor barged through the door on the far wall, causing the group of slaves to jump. Actually, looking closer at the servant, I think this was the same one that had visited Van’s shop the other day.

He didn’t waste a minute. “You!” He barked, pointing at a slave. “You, and you! Cleaning!” He pointed to a different slave. “You! Cooking!” This continued on until he pointed at me. Thankfully, with the FAT I wasn’t recognized. “You! Dishwashing!”

Shit. How was I going to case the manor if I was stuck in the kitchen doing dishes?

Still, I did as I was told and walked over to the primitive dishwashing station. I didn’t want to raise any suspicion by pissing off the servant dwarf. Thankfully, even if it was meant for slaves, it looked like they had still shilled out for a familiar handful of small metallic discs at the sink. I think there was a cleaning solution of some kind that I was supposed to use as well. There was a wooden bucket full of what looked like small white pellets. The sink was full of dirty dishes already, so I filled it with water by pressing one enchantment disc and then heated it up with another. Taking a handful of the pellets and a nearby rag, I got to work on the dishes.

The servant dwarf finished giving out assignments to the slaves and bustled out of the kitchen, leaving us slaves to our work. I guess that uptight asshole had his own duties to look after. Thank God he didn’t feel the need to hover over us.

As the kitchen slave got to work on their cooking, I nonetheless kept ready. I was going to have to wait for my chance, and if one didn’t come?

I would make it.

………………………………………

I think I’d figured out how I was going to do my snooping.

Once the kitchen slaves had finished their cooking for breakfast, one of them had wheeled out a cart that was apparently meant to be delivered around the mansion. Once the fancy plates of food had been loaded up on it, the entirety of the kitchen staff had stood around for a few moments in dead silence. The leader from earlier stepped up then and volunteered to deliver the food with a shaky smile.

I’m guessing that delivery service wasn’t a very pleasant task in a manor filled with uppity nobles.

It took the delivery man maybe twenty minutes to return to the kitchen after finishing. When he did, his face was bloodless from fear and stress. Nobody asked him what he went through, because I suppose this group knew what it was like. I could take a guess, myself.

Still, the important part was that the kitchen staff apparently took turns delivering meals. As unpleasant of a task as it seemed, that was the perfect chance for me to do my searching. I would just have to wait for the next meal to go out and then volunteer. It wouldn’t be long I think, because the kitchen staff immediately started cooking again once the leader returned.

I was right. A few hours of work later, I got my chance. The staff had finished lunch for the nobles of the manor and were loading up the cart again. Drying off my hands on a nearby rag, I focused on the group gathering. Walking over to them, I spoke up before anyone else could.

“I’ll do it,” I said, trying not to sound too eager.

Five different pairs of eyes swiveled my way instantly. Some were filled with relief, and others pity. The leader from earlier spoke up. “Are…you sure? You look…new.” He said hesitantly. “You don’t know what they’re like up there.”

I gave him a weak smile. “Well…I’ve got to learn somehow, yeah?” I took a not-altogether fake breath to steady my nerves. “I’m sure. I’ll do it.”

“Okay.” The leader answered, ashamed relief in his eyes. “If you’re sure. Take the cart and wait outside. Mr. Pignolo will be by in a bit to lead you around. You…really don’t want to make him wait.”

I nodded at him and did as he asked. Taking the cart, I wheeled it out of the kitchen doors to wait in the hall beyond. Sure enough, the servant dwarf from earlier in the day came bustling down the corridor shortly thereafter. That must be ‘Mr. Pignolo’.

He didn’t bother with any niceties, not for a slave. “You!” He barked at me. “Follow!” He didn’t even wait for a response before turning back around to impatiently hold open the door at the end of the hall.

I did as he asked, making sure my head was sufficiently lowered. I didn’t want to make eye contact with Mr. Piggy. Well, that and I didn’t want him to see the brief smirk that flashed across my face.

I had to resist the urge to say ‘I’m in’ like I was some kind of spy from back home.

Once I had entered the manor proper, I was unsurprised to find that it was almost unspeakably gaudy. Unlike the more tasteful usage of gold I’d seen back in Rhoscara, this place was almost eye-searing in comparison.

Gold paint, gold chandeliers, gold ornamentation. The only thing that kept it from being visually indistinguishable from all the gold was the occasional smidgeon of green on the carpet or drapes.

I’d say gag me with a spoon, but I didn’t want any of this gold in my mouth.

Over the next few minutes, Mr. Piggy led me around to various functionaries and fops that were lingering around the manor. Whenever we’d reach a destination, I would wheel the cart into the room, and then Piggy would do the actual serving. I guess these pricks didn’t want grubby little slave fingers anywhere near their food. Never mind the fact it was slaves that made it in the first place. Whatever, it’s not like nobles were known for rationality.

So far, I hadn’t suffered anything more than a few sneers from these assholes. I hadn’t experienced anything yet that would account for the fear on the last delivery guy's face. But I was probably going to find out, shortly.

The last delivery was apparently going to the head honchos.

The Seneschal, Orinbar. And…

Magnus.

Mr. Piggy led me up to the second floor, near where I estimated that one of the rooms Silvia had pointed out to me was. Sure enough, once we’d reached a more opulent than normal wooden door covered in golden ornamentation, Mr. Piggy stopped us. I could vaguely hear conversation drifting out of it from the distance I stood. Straightening his clothes, Piggy turned around to give me the evil eye. “Stand up straighter, maggot.” He hissed to me. “I will not have you embarrass me.”

Fuck you too, buddy. I did as he asked though, and stood up as straight as I could.

With a quiet huff, Piggy turned back around and rapped smartly on the door, causing the sound of conversation to cease. Smoothly, the servant opened the door and impatiently waved me inside.

Magnus and whom I could only assume was Orinbar were inside. The Seneschal wasn’t quite what I was expecting. Clean-shaven like all the other non-noble dwarves I’d seen, he had a sharp look to him. He had the same blond hair that Van did, but his was slicked back heavily, exposing a prominent widow's peak. I only caught a brief glimpse of his eyes, but they were a hard, unforgiving steel grey. Luckily, neither he nor Magnus were paying much attention to me. In fact, Magnus wasn’t paying much attention to anything, I noticed. He was glowering in the large padded chair he was sitting in, and hadn’t even looked over his shoulder at us as Piggy and I entered the room. I only had a few minutes before I was asked to leave though, so I had to hurry up. Concentrating, I took in the office as discreetly as I could.

It was visibly different from the rest of the manor. For one, it wasn’t even a tenth as gaudy. Gold ornamentation was kept to a minimum, in favor of more earth tones. Green was still a common color, but so were browns and greys. Rather than being painted in gold, the wooden furniture was unadorned except for carvings of snakes spiraling up and down their surfaces. The largest piece was the absolutely massive desk that Orinbar was sitting behind, and Magnus in front of. There were a few bookcases, and what looked like a large metal safe along the back wall. I didn’t even need to wonder if the slate was in there, because I could see it clear as day.

The control slate was on the desk, sitting just to the right of Orinbar.

Orinbar’s eyes flicked up from the document he was inspecting to look at Mr. Piggy, only briefly lingering on me. “Giancarlo.” He said evenly, in a surprisingly deep voice. “I assume that is lunch?”

“As you say, my lord,” Piggy answered him, bowing extravagantly. Even though ‘Giancarlo’ wasn’t able to see it, I was. Orin wasn’t impressed by the grandstanding, distaste flickering across his face. It was gone by the time Mr. Piggy straightened back up. In a flashy movement, Piggy took the last two plates, still hot from the enchanted cover over the top of them. “For you, Lord Magnus.” He said, setting it in front of the bastard.

He didn’t acknowledge either Piggy or the food.

Piggy’s smile faltered, if only briefly. Walking around to the other side of the desk, he sat the other plate in front of the Seneschal. “And for you, Lord Orinbar.” At the very least, Piggy got a slight nod from Orinbar.

Walking back over to me, Piggy jerked his head at the door. Getting the hint, I wheeled the cart back around and out the door. Before he shut the door behind us, Piggy turned around. “Have a good day, my lords.” He said simperingly. He didn’t get a response before he shut it.

When Mr. Piggy turned back around to face me, he had a scowl on his face. “You will wait right here.” He hissed, leaning forward. “Wait for the lords to be finished with their meals, and then collect the plates when Lord Orinbar signals for it. Afterward, take it back down to the kitchen. If you don’t, I swear to the gods I’ll have to you whipped to death, do you understand me?”

I bowed my head. “I understand, master."

“You had better.” Piggy narrowed his eyes at me. He didn’t bother with anything else, he just turned around and left down the hallway in a huff.

I hope you get gored by a real pig one day, you bastard.

Calming down, I was positioning myself next to the door when I heard conversation start back up in the room. The door was leaking a surprising amount of noise out of it. Risking a look up and down the corridor I was standing in front of, I saw that there was nobody else around. I leaned in closer to the door in order to better eavesdrop.

I might as well get something out of this if I was going to stand out here.

            

    
        Chapter 60 - Close Call

    
    
    
    
                I didn’t quite have my ear pressed up to the door, but that wasn’t far off. Through my position huddled next to the door, I was able to make Magnus and Orinbar’s conversation.

“-question why you even care, old man.” I heard Magnus say, derision dripping from his voice. “Do you have sympathies for the cattle? Do you feel bad for them?”

“I care nothing for the ultimate fate of a lowly slave, Magnus,” Orinbar said evenly, only a smidgeon of frustration leaking through in his voice. “My problem is the waste of resources. My problem is that every time you put on one of your little performances with the slaves, productivity drops. My problem is that Rhoscaran scouts are now driving back the Elves we depend on to acquire below-market rates for replacement slaves. We only have so much disposable income, as you well know. This settlement was never intended to have a positive gold flow.”

I perked up at that. Were they going to talk about the warehouse Silvia thought existed?

“That doesn’t sound like my problem,” Magnus answered flippantly.

I heard creaking inside. “It is your problem,” Orinbar said menacingly. “Do not forget, as vital as this operation is to require my services, you are still the nominal leader of Addersfield. You must take this more seriously, Magnus! The stockpile we gather here is too important to the Prince’s future plans! You are meant to learn a lesson from this posting, as well as keep out of the public eye. Your father is still busy sweeping your latest misstep under the rug. It was far too public this time.”

“Do you expect an apology out of me, old fool? I would do it again.” Magnus said, with an audible sneer in his voice.

Orinbar made a noise of intense frustration. “You raped and killed another member of the nobility, Magnus!” He nearly hissed. “By the gods, you flayed her alive! If you weren’t Prince Anguis’s son, you’d have been hanging from the gallows that day! The Prince needed to make uncomfortable concessions to the Luminarans to hide your misdeeds. Concessions that delayed his plans even more.”

“None may deny me,” Magnus said dismissively. “The cunt deserved it. Is this the only reason you called for me, Sensechal? To harangue me? If so, I think I’ll take my leave.” I heard the sound of a chair being pushed back inside, causing me to scramble away from the door. I’d just managed to take an unassuming, meek posture next to my cart when the door nearly slammed open next to me. Magnus strode out, his features twisted in a state of contempt that seemed to be his default expression. He didn’t even look at me as he stormed down the corridor toward the stairs.

Through the open door, I heard the sound of Orinbar letting out a long, drawn-out sigh of frustration. “I do believe I’ve lost my appetite.” He muttered, before raising his voice. “Slave! Come collect these plates.”

I grabbed my cart and started wheeling it into the room, being careful not to catch Orinbar’s eye. “Yes, master,” I said quietly, once inside. Carefully walking over to the desk, I noticed that both plates were still covered. I guess neither of them was hungry after all. Grabbing first Magnus’s and then Orinbar’s, I’d just set them both down on the cart when I felt a familiar tingle on the back of my neck. Someone was using Observe on me, and considering there was only one other person in the room, I knew who it had to be. I could feel myself break out into a cold sweat.

“John Doe, is it?” I heard Orinbar say from behind me. Slowly turning around, I saw that Orinbar was fully focusing on me for the first time. He’d sat up straight and laced his fingers together in front of his chest. “I don’t believe I recognize you.”

He wasn’t asking a question.

“This is my first day in the manor, master,” I answered him, trying to play the part of the meek slave as best I could. “I-I worked in the field before this.”

Orinbar hummed. “Is that so?” He slowly started reaching for the control slate to his right, causing me to unwittingly tense. “You see, Mr. Doe, I have quite the memory. The admissions paperwork for every slave that Addersfield acquires crosses my desk eventually. And I’m afraid that I do not recognize your name.”

I was frozen in fear at this point.

“Let us see if you are truly one of our slaves, shall we?” He finally took his eyes off of me to rapidly scroll through the slate before stopping. He tapped on the slate, causing something to happen that nearly caused me to go wild with terror.

My collar began to heat up, for the first time since it had been placed on me. Involuntarily, hands flew up to rest on it. I didn’t know what I was intending to do, but I never got the chance.

“Do not!” Orinbar barked. “Unless you wish to cause your own death, I do not recommend tugging on your collar at this time.”

I froze, as still as a statue. I didn’t even dare to move my hands away from my neck.

After a few tense moments, I was able to see Orinbar relax from his tense posture. He sat down the control slate and brought up his right hand to begin massaging the bridge of his nose. “The fools must have botched the form.” He muttered, irritated. Looking up at me, Orinbar waved a hand dismissively. “You may relax, slave. Your collar has been authenticated as being the property of Addersfield. Before you go, when were you…indentured? I’ll need to amend your paperwork.”

Visibly shaking, I lowered my hands from my collar. “I-I was captured three m-months ago, m-master.” I didn’t have to fake the stutter in my voice this time. I’d just barely managed to avoid discovery. Still, I retained enough presence of mind to give a later date to my capture than it actually was.

“Very well. You may go.” Orinbar said, dismissing me. I jerkily turned around and began to wheel the cart out of the room. Before I could leave though, I was interrupted one last time. “Oh, and Mr. Doe?” I shakily turned to look over my shoulder, but Orinbar wasn’t even looking at me this time. “The kitchen slaves may have those meals. It wouldn’t do to waste them.”

I managed a nod, even though I was sure he didn’t see it. Maneuvering the cart through the door, I shut it behind me.

………………………………………

When the kitchen slaves saw how shaky and pale-faced I was from my time delivering meals, they gave me knowing looks. They didn’t ask me what had happened, which I was grateful for, but I did get a few pats on the back. They were pretty grateful when I told them we could have the last two meals as well. Apparently, they didn’t get fed much more than table scraps usually. We divided up everything on both plates, and tried to enjoy the little bit that we were fed for the day.

I didn’t really taste any of it, though. I was still thinking about my close call with Orinbar. God, I was so damn stupid. Of course, they would have methods of checking if a slave was legitimate or not. I’m betting that infiltrating a spy as a false slave was a very common method of use against the dwarves. I’d gotten lucky, in some regards. If my collar hadn’t been a real Addersfield collar, he might have killed me right there on the spot. I’m sure he was a higher level than I was.

I tried to shake it off. I’d only found the location that the control slate was kept in so far. Orinbar might have had the slate on his desk right then, but I’m betting that he stored it in the safe that I had seen in his office. But that was only the slate. I still needed to find the ward stone.

My plan to use the food deliveries had worked so far, so why fix what wasn’t broken? There was still one more meal in the day, and I doubted that Magnus would be lingering around Orinbar’s office again. Wherever he spent most of his time in the evening, I was hoping it wasn’t too far from the stone. I just had to wait for my chance.

In the meanwhile, I got back to dishwashing.

………………………………………

After hours of mindlessly scrubbing dishes, my hands were getting pretty raw. With my stats, it wasn’t hard work per se. But I was still pretty mentally exhausted by the time dinner was rolling around in the manor. When I volunteered to push the cart again, the kitchen slaves tried to protest. They told me that I’d already done enough for one day, especially for someone new to the manor. But I was adamant. Probably too much, if I was being honest.

I’m not going to lie; it was a little uncomfortable to be called brave by one of them. I was sparing them the possibility of punishment, but I wasn’t volunteering out of the goodness of my heart. Still, I got through their thanks with only a mildly uncomfortable hug from one of the female kitchen slaves to show for it.

Once I’d gotten through the kitchen doors, I waited for Mr. Piggy to show up again to lead me about. He didn’t, though. It was a different dwarven servant this time. I didn’t get much of a look at him before he began impatiently waving me forward from the open door.

I didn’t ask questions. I’d probably get a swift backhand if I tried.

Delivering the dinner for the day carried on much similar to how it had at lunch. I was directed around the manor by the new servant, whose name I didn’t know, and instructed to wait while he served the food to the fops. We even briefly stopped by Orinbar’s office again, to deliver his meal. This time, I only got a single disinterested glance from him before we were dismissed.

Before long, I was directed upstairs again. But this time we didn’t stop on the second floor. We went up to the much smaller third. The third floor seemed to only consist of one short hallway in which two large sets of doors lay on either side of it. The servant directed me to stop just outside of the one on the right. He took a long, deep breath to steel his nerves before firmly knocking on the large and gaudy double doors.

I’m guessing even his servants were wary of Magnus.

He didn’t get a response. The servant tried again, knocking slightly harder, as if he was scared to be too loud. Still nothing. Maybe he wasn’t in there?

The servant seemed to think he was though, because he reached for the rightmost handle anyway. Smoothly opening the doors, the servant stepped inside with me hot on his heels. I was briefly stunned by the sheer gaudiness of the room inside.

It was everything you would expect from a noble with more money than decoration sense. It was massive, for one. Filled to the brim with gold-painted wooden furniture, it had a huge four-poster bed, dressers, wardrobes, vanities, you name it, it was in here. There was even a massive green and gold carpet that dominated the center of the room. But that wasn’t what caught my attention the most.

Magnus was standing just in front of an open set of balcony doors, letting the evening air swirl about his room. Just over the horizon, I could see the sun beginning to set. But in front of Magnus, was an easel.

He was painting.

I couldn’t see just what he was painting just yet. He was blocking my view of it. He had a palette of paints sitting balanced on a stool next to him, and brush in his right hand. Magnus hadn’t looked our way since we’d entered the room.

“Your dinner, Lord Magnus.” The servant murmured in the eerily silent room. Magnus didn’t answer for a moment, only staring at his own work. The servant merely stood around awkwardly holding the plate he had picked before finally moving to set it down on a nearby table. The clank of the metal plate hitting the wood seemed to finally break him out of his stupor though.

Slowly, he turned around to stare at the two of us blankly. By moving out of the way, however, I finally got a look at what he had been painting.

It was me.

Not me as I was with this mask on, but me with my actual face. It was…it seemed to be a scene of the first hunt I had participated in. But what he’d painted hadn’t happened. On the canvas, I was being mauled to death by the bear-rabbit that I had lured to the clearing. Blood was everywhere, and I had four deep claw wounds inflicted on my face, bursting my left eye. I was missing my right arm as well, while my left was outstretched toward the viewer. The face of the me on the painting was twisted in panic.

I…I didn’t…I couldn’t…

How do you even react to the sight of something like that? Was that why he had picked me for the second hunt? He wanted to see me mauled to death by a monster because I had escaped his torment the first time?

Slowly, I became aware that I wasn’t the only one frozen in horror at the sight of the paint. The servant had frozen in place as well, staring at it with an open mouth. The entire time the two of us had been staring at the painting, Magnus had just been staring back at us with an expressionless face in silence.

The servant snapped out it first. “M-my apologies, my lord.” He stuttered. “I’ll leave you to your work.” He hurried over to the cart and me and leaned up to hiss in my ear. “Get out of here, unless you want that to be you.”

Horrified, I stared at him for a moment before coming to my senses. Swiftly, I turned the cart around and nearly rushed after the fleeing servant. As soon as I was outside, the servant shut the door behind us as quickly as he could. The entire time that we’d been in the room, Magnus hadn’t spoken a word to us.

I was breathing pretty heavily at this point. I couldn’t even describe the rush of fear-based adrenaline that had hit me, seeing a depiction of myself like that. I turned my head to look at the servant with wide eyes, forgetting myself for a moment. He stared back at me with a dour look, before placing his right index finger over his mouth in a shushing gesture.

Dude, you didn’t have to tell me that. I never wanted to think about that again, much less talk about it.

Clearing his throat, the servant spoke. “You’ll have to wait here for Lord Magnus to be finished.” He said dispassionately.

Oh.

Shit.

            

    
        Chapter 61 - Drained

    
    
    
    
                Well, here I was. Standing in front of a door again, waiting for a noble to finish eating so I could collect his plates like he was a child. Not only that, but it was a noble that apparently wanted to see me viciously mauled to death. Great. I didn’t even have the option of eavesdropping this time. Magnus hadn’t made any noise inside his room since I’d been standing out here, much less spoken.

Whatever, I wasn’t actually up here to wait on Magnus anyway.

While I may have been distracted by Magnus’s horrific painting, I’d still gotten a good look at his room. Nothing in there had matched the description Grey had given me of a Ward Stone. The room hadn’t even had any connecting rooms to check, either. Bizarrely, I’d noticed a section of the room that contained a bathing and washing station with little sectioning off. I had no idea what that was about.

There hadn’t been any kind of safe in the room either, to potentially store it in. From what Grey had told me, you couldn’t do that with Ward Stones. They had to be resting on a specially prepared plinth that helped project the field the stone produced. It was apparently as much a part of the setup as the stone was, and it wasn’t portable.

If the stone wasn’t in Magnus’s room…

Then I had to check out the only other room on the third floor.

Casting a glance back over my shoulder at the door to Magnus’s room, I soundlessly walked across the hall to the door on the left side of the corridor. I was mindful of the noise that my feet were making on the hardwood flooring, as I had no idea the level of Perception that Magnus had. Once I had reached it, I reached out and gently tried the rightmost double door handle, only for it to refuse to budge.

Shit, locked.

Unfortunately, the lessons on stealth Silvia had given me hadn’t included lockpicking. Like a fool, I hadn’t even thought to ask for them. I stood there for a moment, contemplating the keyhole I could see beneath the handle. You know, it was actually pretty damn big, about the size of my upper thumb. Maybe I could see something through it?

Crouching down, I put my eye level with the keyhole. And yup, I was right. I could see through it just fine.

The room on the other side of the door wasn’t quite as big as Magnus’s had been. It was sparsely decorated, and only really had one thing in it. I felt a surge of adrenaline run through me at the sight of it.

That had to be the Ward Stone.

Hovering over the top of a nearly four-foot-tall sculpted column of marble was a basketball-sized chunk of clear blue crystal. Carved in the shape of a heptahedron like Grey had told me it would be, the stone and the marble plinth it rested above were absolutely covered in carved runes. For a moment, I just watched it spin in place.

Standing up and taking a few steps back from the door, I soundlessly pumped my fist in triumph. I’d done it. I’d managed to find where both the control slate and the Ward Stone were being kept. Now I just had to wait for my chance to exfiltrate the manor. It shouldn’t be that long, only a few more hours. The slaves weren’t allowed to stay in the manor, after all.

However, I didn’t get to enjoy my success for long.

I never saw the blow that knocked me out coming.

………………………………………

I don’t know how long I was unconscious. Slowly, I began to drift back to consciousness, aware of a vicious pain in the back of my head and a sticky sensation in my hair. I tried to open my eyes, only to hiss at the candlelight that burned them. I retained enough presence of mind to recognize this sensation.

Shit, I had a concussion.

“Ah, you’re awake.” I heard groggily somewhere above me. Despite my concussion, that voice sent a spike of ice running down my spine.

That was Magnus.

Eyes flying open, I tried to jerk upright and escape from him. Only, I was stopped in my tracks by something holding me down. Turning wild eyes to whatever it was, I discovered that I had manacles attached to both of my arms. Jerking on them, I found there was no way I was getting out of them easily. They were bolted to the floor.

Fighting against my concussion as hard as I could, I cast a wild gaze around. I was in Magnus’s room again, in the center of it this time. He had rolled the large rug I had noticed out of the way to expose a square section of stone that had multiple metal inlets. My chains were attached to a few of them, and I was resting in the middle of the square. Not only that, but I could see multiple dark brown stains set into the stone around me…

“Oh, do calm down, cattle.” I heard Magnus say contemptuously behind me. Jerking my head around, I found him staring at his grotesque painting in front of the still-open balcony doors. Beyond him, I could see that the sun had finally set. Fuck. If the sun was down, that meant the slaves had already been dismissed for the night.

“W-what do you want with me?” I asked, very real fear in my voice. Had he seen past my mask somehow? Did he know who I was?

“Did you enjoy gaping at my work earlier?” Magnus said, not answering my question. “I’ve felt unusually inspired, lately. It’s not often one of my chosen prey escapes me, and now this one,” He tapped a finger right over my mangled face on the painting. “Has done so twice. I admit, it has my blood up. But I’m not quite satisfied with this piece yet. I feel like it’s missing something. And I believe I know what that is.” Magnus finally turned around to face me.

He had a large, deadly-looking dagger clutched in his right hand.

“The reds aren’t quite right.” He said with a crazed glint in his eyes.

………………………………………

Magnus bled me nearly to the point of death. I can only guess that he’d figured out, through long practice, how much blood he could take from one person before they weren’t of any use anymore.

First, he’d pinned me to the ground with only one hand by putting his hand over my mouth and holding me there. Nothing I did even budged him, no matter how hard I struggled. Then, he took his dagger and opened an artery in my right arm in order to get me bleeding. He collected everything I lost in a bowl he’d brought with him. At one point, I was so desperate and wild with fear I even tried to reach for my dagger. I don’t know what I was intending to use it for when Magnus was so much stronger than I was, but I wasn’t thinking straight in my panic.

But even that was denied to me. The chains holding me down were so short and tightly connected to the floor that I couldn’t reach the hidden sheath on my thigh. Not with Magnus holding me down. All I could do was stare up at him above me with wild eyes as he stole my literal lifeblood.

Even that wasn’t enough for him, though.

Dazed and weakened, I watched as Magnus held the bowl up to examine it critically. He clucked his tongue before shaking his head. “Not nearly enough.” Before I could even scream, Magnus pounced on me again while withdrawing something from a pouch on his waist. This time, he grabbed my nose and forcefully shoved something against my mouth, nearly breaking my front teeth. From my prone position, I looked down at whatever it was. It was a small bottle full of a dark, nearly wine-red liquid.

A potion.

I didn’t want to drink it, but I had no choice. Eventually, I needed to breathe, and Magnus took that opportunity to pour the potion down my throat. I had to swallow it, or I would die drowning on land. I could feel the potion begin to work rapidly on me, and I watched with dull eyes as the trickling wound on my right arm began to gush once more. It seemed as if Magnus’s potion was some kind of blood replenisher.

Things grew hazy after this point.

I don’t think that was the last time Magnus used a potion on me, in order to get more blood. But I can’t be sure. All I know is that he bled me enough to fill a small bucket by the time he was done.

I was drifting in and out of consciousness at this point, well aware that I was in real danger of death from exsanguination. Despite Magnus being finished with me, the wound on my right arm was still oozing. Completely out of my mind, I watched dully as Magnus began to mix something into the bucket and mix it in with a satisfied hum.

So, this was how I was going to die. Bled out by a madman in order for him to make a more depraved painting.

I’m sorry, Grey. I’m sorry Azarus.

I don’t think I’ll be able to help you escape, after all.

I passed out, certain I was about to die.

But not for long.

A hideous burning sensation, originating on my wounded arm, shocked me back to life. My eyes flew back open and I screamed wildly in renewed agony from the sensation of my cut wound melting closed. Magnus was standing above me, holding a red-hot hooked fire poker over the injury he had caused on me, cauterizing it with a bored look on his face.

“Oh, cease your caterwauling, bloodbag,” Magnus said scornfully. “You should be grateful I’m doing anything at all. You’re only getting this much because I don’t want to be bothered calling for your corpse to be taken away. You can haul your own carcass out of here now that I’m done.” With a contemptuous flick of his wrist, Magnus tossed the fire poker back into the fireplace from which it had originated, on the eastern wall of his quarters. The first erupted into renewed flames, burning away my blood and viscera stuck to the poker. With a spoken word from Magnus that I didn’t understand, the manacles around my wrists fell off.

Despite being released, I felt too weak from blood loss to even contemplate getting up and escaping. I still tried though. Shakily, I turned over onto my stomach and tried to push myself up, only to fail. I fell flat on my face. In front of me was one of the discarded bottles of blood-replenishing potion. Through blurry eyes, I was able to tell that there were still a few drops left inside. Maybe…maybe that would be enough…

I grabbed at it desperately with weakened fingers, barely managing to tilt it up enough for the few remaining drops to fall into my mouth. I let go of it afterward, the glass clattering to the stone section of the floor beneath me. I…I think I felt a bit better. But only slightly. I managed to get myself up onto my knees this time, in order to see that Magnus had completely turned his back on me. He was painting with my blood.

I felt a surge of never before felt hatred roll over me. I wanted to kill Magnus more than I had ever wanted to kill anyone in my life. Slowly, my hand began to drift toward my hidden dagger. If I got him in the right place with The Scintillant Blade, maybe it would be enough…

I was shocked out of my revenge fantasies by Magnus speaking again. “If you’re not out of my chambers in the next few minutes, cattle, I’ll finish the job.” He said with his back still turned, audibly bored with me. He never once stopped painting. “I don’t care what Orinbar says about it.”

Damnit. I hated him, and I wanted him dead, but I was too weak right now. If I tried to attack him, I wouldn’t be able to get my blade in his back fast enough. He would be able to hear me coming from a mile away and would kill me instantly for trying.

I didn’t bother saying anything in return to his order. I merely pushed myself up on wobbly legs and stumbled my way out of his door. Before I closed it behind me, I made sure to turn around and burn the image of Magnus merrily painting away with paint made from my blood into my memory. I didn’t want to forget this.

Another time, Magnus. I promise you that.

            

    
        Chapter 62 - Bloody Promise

    
    
    
    
                I staggered down the third-floor stairs of the manor, my left arm clutched over my right. I may not have been bleeding anymore, but the burn from the cauterization Magnus gave me was still painful. I was delirious from the blood loss, and could barely see in front of me. I don’t think I was able to keep up my slave act very well as I shakily made my way down the staircase to the first floor, but I didn’t care. The only thing on my mind was getting out of the manor and back to Azarus’s house.

When I managed to reach the first floor, I literally bumped into someone as they were turning a corner to climb upwards. Dazed, I fell backward onto the step behind me, staring blankly at the person I’d run into. It was the servant dwarf from earlier who had led me to Magnus’s room.

“Watch where you’re…going…” He started irritably, before trailing off. He must have recognized me, even as covered in blood as I was. He reached up and covered his face with his right hand and sighed. “I see.” He said tiredly. “I suppose I’ll fetch the cart later, then.” Surprisingly, he reached down and hauled me up by my shoulders. I stood on wobbly legs, nearly listing over before slinging my left arm over his shoulder. “The other slaves have already left for the night, so you need to go too.” He said, not unsympathetically. “You don’t want to be seen by old Piggy lingering around the manor after dark.”

Blearily, I turned my head slightly to look at him. I retained enough piece of mind to be amused, despite myself. I guess I wasn’t the only one that called him that.

Surprisingly, the servant didn’t lead me to the servant’s entrance attached to the kitchen. In fact, he led me to the main door of the manor. With his free hand, he opened it up for me. Outside, it was fully dark, with the moon bright in the sky above us. The dwarf holding me up spoke again. “I don’t have time to take you back to the barracks, so you’re going to have to make your way back there yourself.” He told me. When he let go of my arm, I nearly fell over before I got my feet back under myself. Staggering out of the door and into the night air, I was hit by a wall of summer heat that sapped even more of my strength. As I stood there gormlessly, I heard the door close behind me.

Fuck, what now. This wasn’t how I was intending to leave the manor. Originally, I was going to leave the same way I got in, by the servant’s entrance. From there, I was going to retrace my steps and go over the wall again until I could get back to Azarus’s house. I couldn’t do that, now. On the other hand, I don’t even know if I had the strength in me to scale the walls and hold Thorn Cloak active at the same time. The original plan hadn’t counted on me being weakened via exsanguination.

While thankfully, there weren’t any guards currently stationed outside the manor to see me, I knew that there were patrols on the streets just outside. There always were, at night. I was going to have to improvise. Shakily reaching up to my face, I undid the FAT attached to it with a whispered command word and stuffed it down my pants.

I’d had an idea. Hopefully, I wouldn’t need it in case a guard found me. I think the dark of the night would be enough to hide my darkened hair in case I was found, though.

I passed through the thankfully still-open manor gate and turned to my right. That way led to Azarus’s house and the small side path it lay on. I’d only managed to make it a few steps down the dirt road when I was interrupted, though. “You there, stop!” I heard from behind me.

Of course, a guard would find me nearly immediately.

I did as ordered though, and turned around to face the sound of the rapidly approaching guard.

He slowed as he reached me, furrowing his brow. “I recognize you.” He said. “You’re Lord Azarus’s slave. What are you doing out here?” I recognized him, as well. I’d seen this guard several times, during my visit’s Van’s shop. Thank fuck, I think this would work. He hadn’t even commented on my hair.

I cleared my throat weakly. “I’m returning from Master Vandimar’s shop, master,” I said, bowing my head.

“This late?” I heard him ask skeptically.

“Yes, master,” I answered, struggling to keep my voice even. “It was a large order.”

I heard the guard hum. “Be on your way, then.” He said dismissively. “Oh, and do something about the blood before you leave the butchers again. We don’t need you dripping it everywhere around town.”

“As you say, master,” I murmured. Get fucked, bastard. This was my blood.

I heard the guard turn around and begin walking away from me. I did the same, turning around and trying to hurry back to Azarus’s. I wasn’t very fast though, not in my weakened state. I could feel myself growing even weaker, as well. By the time I had reached the entrance to the clearing where the house was, the world was spinning around me. I could barely walk straight.

I only managed to make it a few steps inside when I felt the last of my strength leave me. Slumping onto my knees, I could feel the world growing dark.

I fell face forward, losing consciousness as I did so.

Strangely, I thought I could hear voices.

………………………………………

I woke up in a familiar bed. Not mine though.

Grey’s.

I’d woken up in this bed often enough after overexerting myself that I didn’t even need to open my eyes to recognize it. As I clawed my way back to consciousness, I felt a wave of relief pass over me. Grey or Azarus must have found me after I’d passed out. Thank God.

I took a deep breath before letting it out slowly. I opened my eyes when I was done, wincing at the sunlight from the open window above me. Sitting up, I looked around.

Yup, this was Grey’s room and Grey’s bed. And I wasn’t alone in here. Surprisingly, it wasn’t Grey though. Azarus was in the room, nominally watching over me. I say nominally, because he was snoozing himself in a chair not far from the bed. Grey was nowhere to be found.

My movement must have been enough to alert him though, because Azarus jerked awake with a snort a few seconds later. When he opened his eyes, he jolted in his chair when he noticed me.

“Nate!” He said, jerking forward to look at me. He was visibly concerned. “Are ya all right? We were worried when ya didn’t get home on time. I was just heading out to look for ya when we ya passed out in the yard. What happened? Only thing we found on ya was a nasty-looking burn.”

Reminded of the burn, I realized that I hadn’t felt anything from it since I woke up. Looking down at the crook of my right arm, I pushed up my sleeve. It looked healed, to me. Instead of being a nasty swollen and blackened burn, it was just a scar now. I could visibly make out the shape of the hooked fire poker from the raised pink flesh. From past experience, I could guess that Grey had used one of our potions on it.

Idly, I wondered if he’d used one of the ones I’d made. But I shook it off.

I looked back up at Azarus and shook my head. “Magnus,” I spat his name. “Happened to me.”

Azarus’s eyes widened. “Did he figure ya out? How did ya escape? Are they comin’?” He said alarmed, half-rising out of his chair.

I held up a hand to stop him. “No, it’s…fine. He didn’t figure out who I was. He just saw a convenient target and decided to take advantage of that.” I said bitterly.

“Oh,” Azarus said lamely. He sat back down with a thump. “Oh. I see.” He finished glumly. I guess he knew how Magnus was.

We sat in silence for a moment before I broke. “Azarus,” I said, catching his attention. “I’m going to kill him.” The declaration hung heavy in the air for a moment before I continued. “Before we escape, I’m sorry, but I’m going to kill him. That monster…I don’t know if I’d be able to live with myself if I left before I could settle matters.”

Azarus was silent for a time before he met my eyes. “I get it.” He murmured. “I really do. There ain’t no love lost between us, and if you’re worried about that don’t be. I know what he’s like. How wrong he is. He’s like a rabid animal that should’ve been taken out back and put down ages ago, but he ain’t been. Too politically important.” He shook his head before sighing. “Do what ya gotta. I won’t stop ya.”

I nodded at him, and he returned it. All right then.

I swung my legs off the bed and stood up with only a slight wobble. Looking around, I found a change of clothes already laid out for me on the bedside table. Luckily, I was at least still wearing underwear. I reached for it to put it on.

I spoke again with my shirt halfway on. “Where’s Grey?” I said, my voice muffled by the cloth.

With my vision still obstructed, I heard Azarus stand up from his chair with a scraping noise. “He’s in the kitchen, whipping something up for breakfast.” He said, voice still subdued.

I finished clothing myself and nodded at Azarus. “All right. Let’s go then. I need to tell you guys what I found.”

………………………………………

Azarus was right, and we found Grey frying up some local tuber reminiscent of potatoes. I’d had some before, and the smell reminded me of how little I’d been given to eat yesterday. My stomach audibly rumbled, which must have alerted Grey. He looked over his shoulder from his position at the stove and started.

“Nathan!” He said, shocked. Hurriedly, he moved his pan over to the tabletop next to him and turned his chair around. Wheeling over to where I was standing in the doorway, he looked up at me in concern. “Are you all right? What happened?”

Unconsciously, my left hand reached up to grasp my new ‘gift’ from Magnus on my right arm. Grey’s eyes followed my movement before meeting my eyes. I looked away.

“Magnus happened,” I said shortly. “Beyond that, I don’t really want to talk about it yet.” Looking over the top of him, I smiled wryly. “More importantly, you might want to watch that.”

Following my gaze, Grey saw the pan he’d set to the side scorching the wood of the table, wisps of smoke rising from the contact. “Ah, dammit.” He muttered, before hurriedly wheeling back over and resuming his cooking.

Before he could speak again, I did. “I’ll talk about what I found in the manor after we eat,” I said. “I only got one small meal yesterday.”

As Azarus and I sat down at the table, Grey made an acknowledging noise.

………………………………………

I sat back in my chair with a content sigh. As always, Grey was a surprisingly excellent cook. Looking up, I saw that both Grey and Azarus were looking at me in expectation. I leaned back forward. “First things first,” I started. “I found both the slate and the stone.”

Grey smiled while Azarus nodded solemnly. “Excellent job, Nathan! Where are they kept?”

“Sylvia was pretty much right on the money about where they would be,” I said, causing Grey to smile wider. “The slate was in Orinbar’s office, which is on the second floor, third room on the left. Big fancy door, not so fancy office.”

Azarus nodded. “That sounds like Orin. He’s not big on what he sees as ‘extravagance’.”

I nodded back at him and continued. “I saw a safe in there that I think he keeps it in. As for the stone…” I took a deep breath. “It’s on the third floor in its own room across from Magnus’s.” I wasn’t able to keep my hatred for him from seeping into my tone, causing Grey to look at me in concern and Azarus to look away.

“Are you all right, Nathan? What happened to you?” Grey asked me.

I was quiet for a moment, fighting with myself about whether or not to tell them. Eventually, I decided to answer. “I don’t want to talk about it much, but I’ll say this. Magnus wanted a more realistic red color for a painting of his, so he took it from me. Just…please don’t ask for details.”

My words caused Grey’s eyes to grow wide in horrified surprise and Azarus to look away from me, almost in shame.

I shook my head slowly. “It’s done. I survived.” I stood up from the chair. “Now I just need to finish the Ward Breaker, and we’re out of here.”

But not before I had my revenge.

            

    
        Chapter 63 - Bad Feeling

    
    
    
    
                I couldn’t bring myself to rest much over the next few days. I knew that I’d lost most of the blood in my body several times over and needed to recover, but I couldn’t stop. I had to keep working, I had to keep studying and practicing. I needed to finish the Ward Breaker in a way that I couldn’t properly describe. Ever since I’d gotten back from the manor, I was increasingly anxious about even being in Addersfield anymore. Knowing that I was inside the same walls as Magnus and I couldn’t stop him just yet was driving me mad. It was like an itch under my skin that couldn't be scratched.

I could tell that Grey and Azarus were becoming increasingly concerned for me, too. I know that what I was doing wasn’t healthy for me, but I couldn’t help myself. The work was becoming an obsession, and it needed to be finished. I tried to keep in mind that I wasn’t doing this only for myself but to free Grey from his bondage and Azarus from his family as well. But it was hard, knowing that as soon as I finished the Breaker, I could plan my re-infiltration of the manor. And ultimately?

My assassination of Magnus.

I’d had the right idea in those seconds before I’d left his chambers, I’d decided. I was going to use The Scintillant Blade. I’d hide in a position that would bring him near me, maybe even in his own room, and then I’d tear out his throat with a brilliantly burning dagger.

To that end, I’d decided I needed more practice with one. I’d been having trouble sleeping lately and had gotten up early again. I’d wanted to get more work done when I’d gotten the idea to try and make a practice dummy out behind the house. I wanted to be more comfortable with a knife before it came time to end Magnus. I’d grabbed an extra pillow and blanket and headed outside into the green period of dawn and scavenged some dead wood from the nearby copse of trees. After that, I’d fired up Aetherial Melding and got to work. I’d had an idea.

This wasn’t the first time I’d tried to use the Wildshaping part of Aetherial Melding, but it was likely the largest item I’d made so far. Before this, I’d only really made small carved figurines. In a way, it reminded me of a Fleshcraft meld. Plant matter like wood, I’d found, was easy to work with. Stone was a whole other, pain in the ass matter, but I digress. You typically wanted to work with dead wood anyway, so it responded well to my nudges and shaping. The fibers of the pillow and blanket weren’t hard to change shape, either. In no time, I’d woven together the various branches into a kind of curling cross shape that seemed sturdy enough. It had some hooks on it, and on those hooks, I fused the fabric of the pillow and the blanket together to form the rough shape of a dwarf. Into it, I stuffed plenty of fallen leaves and grass from the clearing around me.

When I was finished, I had…a sort of lumpy dwarven-looking scarecrow. I was breathing hard from the exertion of all the melding I’d done. I’d gotten much more used to the strain of using my Profession over the last few weeks though, so I recovered soon. I’d come a long way from passing out at making a simple weak potion.

I was startled out of my inspection of the dummy by a voice behind me.

“Nate?” I heard a tired-sounding voice call out groggily from the house. Turning around, I saw that the voice belonged to a bare-chested Azarus, leaning out of the window of his bedroom. I felt a small surge of guilt. All of my gathering and crafting must have woken him up. “What the hells are ya doing out here?”

I might have felt a little guilty, but I also saw this as an opportunity. I’d been wanting to ask Azarus for something.

I walked over to where Azarus was leaning out of the house and looked up. “Couldn’t sleep, so I started making something to practice on,” I called up to him. “Hey, can I ask you a favor?”

Azarus furrowed his tired brow down at me. “Yeah? What do ya need?”

“I want to pick up Dagger Proficiency,” I told him. “You said you knew how to all kinds of weapons, before, so I wondering if you’d be willing to help me get it.”

“Ain’t no ‘Dagger Proficiency’.” Azarus shook his head. “It’s Knife Proficiency. And why the hell would ya want to-” He stopped himself mid-sentence, face falling. “Oh. Yeah. I…guess I could do that. Give me a minute, and I’ll be down.” He disappeared back into his room and shut his window behind him. I remained staring at the window for a moment in contemplation, though.

Was it fucked up of me to ask someone to train me to kill his own cousin? Yes. Was I still doing it anyway? Also yes.

I’d make it up to him later.

………………………………………

Azarus kept to his word and came out to meet me dressed for practice a few minutes later. He gave my hastily put-together, slapdash training dummy a bit of a side eye, but incorporated it into his training anyway. For the next several hours, Azarus ran me through the knife-fighting drills that he knew. He taught me how to strike and how to slash properly. How to parry with a fighting dagger, and how to disarm an opponent. He even had me demonstrate my strikes and stabs on the dummy. With visible reluctance, he pointed out the best areas on the pseudo-dwarf to aim for. Either to debilitate my opponent, or to strike a fatal blow.

I paid more attention to the second one.

We only really stopped for the day once Grey woke up and poked his baffled head outside the back door to ask what we were doing. That was fine though, as by that time I’d managed to pick up Knife Proficiency. Only at level one, but that was enough for now. I wasn’t looking to get into a knockdown drag-out fight with Magnus. He was still over fifty levels above me, and I’d get demolished in a straight brawl.

But for an assassination? One that involved my skill that seemed to penetrate all defenses and level differences?

It would do.

………………………………………

Despite how determined I was to finish making the Ward Breaker, I couldn’t work on it all the time. I just didn’t have the stamina or strength. I needed some kind of break, and I knew what I was going to do. Ever since my encounter with the guard after I left the manor, I’d been wondering if he’d checked my alibi with Van. I’d told him that I was coming home from a long day working at the butcher's, and it seemed like he had bought it. But I wanted to be sure.

Grey was working on some more items and potions for Prince Anguis when I left, and Azarus was in the forge, as he usually was. Despite how close we were to escape in general, Grey thought it was a good idea to not arouse any suspicion by stopping his work and regular deliveries. I let Grey know where I was going and left him to it, and headed out. After a short walk along the side path, I emerged out on the far side of town. I was…a little surprised at what I saw.

The town was busier than I had ever seen it. I slowed before I entered the main thoroughfare, hiding behind a building to check it out. It looked like the townspeople had been whipped up into a frenzy. There were people running back and forth carrying supplies and barking orders at their slaves doing the grunt work. I saw multiple teams of slaves carrying around large pieces of furniture and carting them off down the other side path. The one that ran down the opposite, right side of the manor that I’d found the servant's entrance on. In fact, here one came.

I flattened myself against the side of the building I was hiding against and prayed I wasn’t noticed by the Overseer that was directing the team of slaves. I needn’t have bothered though; they didn’t once even look in my direction. They just continued carrying what looked like a large bench down the other side of the manor.

All right, this was giving me a bad feeling. I needed to get back to Azarus’s place and let the guys know something was up. I could try going back to Van’s place another time. Before I left, I risked another glance down the main thoroughfare. I nearly felt my heart stop in shock at what I saw.

A group of guards were dragging Bleddyn out of Van’s shop.

I was just barely able to see it from where I was, but the commotion was drawing attention from the rest of the street. A pair of guards were holding a struggling Bleddyn by his arms and force marching him out of the building. No matter how hard Bleddyn struggled though, he wasn’t able to budge the grip of the two armored dwarves. They still had their Status after all, while Bleddyn’s had been stolen from him.

Staggering out of the building behind him was an injured Vandimar. He had blood running down the left side of his face, and a rapidly swelling purple knot on his cheek. Despite this, he was dogging the steps of the guards, visibly pleading with them. I was too far away to hear what he was saying. They didn’t seem to be paying him any mind, however. In the still-open doorway of the shop, I could see the frightened face of Rachel peaking around the frame.

Somehow, even across this distance, Bleddyn and I managed to lock eyes. He stopped struggling long enough for his own to widen in horror. Slowly, carefully he tried to mouth something to me. Despite the language barrier that separated us, crossed only by a skill, I was still able to understand him.

‘Look out.’

His warning came too late.

“Well, well, what do we have here,” I heard behind me. I stiffened in surprise. I hadn’t heard anyone sneaking up on me, considering the attention I’d been paying to Bleddyn. “Could it be a slave trying to dodge the ‘festivities’?” The voice asked mockingly, followed shortly by a few separate snickers.

Slowly, dreading what I would find, I turned around.

There was a group of Addersfield guards behind me. Three in total, I even recognized a few of them. The speaker was the guard that had backhanded me all those weeks ago when I had learned Wildshaping. I didn’t recognize the second, but the third was the guard I had lied to the other night.

He recognized me, as well.

“Hey, wait a second,” He said, pushing to the front of the group. “I know this one. It’s Lord Azarus’s.” He glanced over at the leader of the group. “Aren’t we supposed to…?” He trailed off.

The leader peered at me closer. He smirked. “I do believe you’re right, Corporal Rossi. I recognize him now. That is Lord Azarus’s slave. Bad luck, meat.” He said, advancing on me.

I didn’t give him the chance. Ducking under his open fist as it swiped at me, I turned to run back to Azarus’s. I didn’t know what was going on and I didn’t know what these guards wanted. But I wasn’t inclined to find out. Azarus had told me what to do if anything like this ever happened, and it was pretty much ‘let me handle it’. I had to get back to his house.

Unfortunately, I didn’t get very far. Halfway back to the entrance to the side path, I was hit by a side tackle from the guard I didn’t recognize. We flew several feet horizontally before crashing into the dirt. The breath was knocked out of me from the impact, and the world spun as the guard held me down.

As I stared upwards, dazed, the leader of these guards appeared above me. He was smirking and shaking his head as if my attempt to escape them was one big joke. “Nice try. But now it’s time for lights out.” He said mockingly, rearing back his armor-clad right foot.

I didn’t even get the chance to scream before the boot struck the side of my head, robbing me of consciousness.

The world went dark.

            

    
        Chapter 64 - Ill-Fated Reunion

    
    
    
    
                “Mr. Hart? M-Mr. Hart, can you hear me?”

Slowly, I started to drift back to consciousness, aware that someone was calling my name. They were lightly shaking my shoulders as well. For a moment, I didn’t know what was going on. I hadn’t even opened my eyes yet, and my head was throbbing. I couldn’t think straight.

As if from far away, I heard another voice. “Move, boy.” A more masculine voice said. Shortly, I began to be shaken more roughly, stirring me back to consciousness more effectively. “Get up, Nate. You can’t afford to be out right now.”

I cracked my eyes open gradually, only seeing blurs for a moment. When my eyes finished focusing, I found that a rough-looking Bleddyn was hovering over me, hands on my shoulders. Fretfully hovering behind him was another familiar face. One I hadn’t seen in weeks.

It was Walter, the young slave that had taught me Wildshaping all those weeks ago.

I blinked slowly at them, my brain rebooting. Abruptly, I remembered what had happened to me, eyes widening. I’d been violently knocked out by a group of guards, and presumably captured by them. I jerked upright, nearly slamming my head into Bleddyn and whipping my own around in a circle wildly. The sudden movement made me surprisingly nauseous, nearly sending me back down to the floor, if not for the grip Bleddyn still had on my shoulders.

“Easy there, Nate,” Bleddyn said soothingly. “You took a hard blow to the head. I wish you could just stay out to recover, but we’re kinda buggered right now.”

I blinked up at him, strangely doing so one eye at a time. “What,” I croaked out, before clearing my throat. “What happened? What’s going on?”

Bleddyn shook his head, hands still on my shoulders. “I don’t know. Nobody here does.”

At his words, I took another around. I was in what looked to be a hastily constructed tent. It wasn’t very big, leaving everyone that was inside of it fairly cramped. Other than Bleddyn, Walter and I, there were five other slaves inside the tent for a total of eight people. The other five slaves were scattered away from us, all male and all of them watching everyone else with distrustful eyes.

I slowly stood up, aware of a sticky sensation on my face. Touching it and looking at my hand, I found that it was blood. I grimaced and looked back at Bleddyn. “How bad does it look?”

“Could be worse,” Bleddyn said doubtfully. “Bone didn’t look cracked before it healed a little.” Implying that bone had been visible at one time. Shit. And from the woozy sensation I was feeling, I had to wonder if I might have another goddamn concussion.

I took a deep breath before attempting to smile at Walter, who was still hovering next to us and wringing his hands. “Walter,” I said, trying to project confidence into my voice. “It’s good to see you again. I wish it were under better circumstances.”

Walter gave me a terrified, wobbly smile in return. “I-it’s good to see y-you too, Mr. Hart.” He managed to stutter out.

I tried to give him a reassuring smile. From the look on his face, I’m not sure it worked. Turning back to Bleddyn and leaning in, I kept my voice as low as I could, aware of all the eyes that were on us. “Is it another hunt?”

Bleddyn leaned in and shook his head minutely. “Don’t think so,” He muttered to me. “This is too big a production for one of those. Been hearing too many people outside, too much being moved about. We got guards stationed outside watching us, as well. Last time I tried to look out the tent, I nearly got a fist to the face.”

I snorted softly. “You already look like you got one of those.” Bleddyn had a large, purplish-black eye developing over his right one.

He smiled grimly in return. “Well, when they came for me, I didn’t go without a fight.” I matched his smile with a low, short laugh before falling silent for a moment.

“Then Magnus has cooked up some fresh new hell to put slaves through, then,” I murmured somberly. I must not have been speaking as quietly as I thought, because one of the slaves in the tent let out a low moan of despair at my words.

“Probably,” Bleddyn snorted softly. “I wouldn’t put it past the fucker.”

Our conversation was interrupted by a guard abruptly storming into the tent with a smirk on his face. His entrance caused the other slaves in the tent to scramble as far away from him as they could, huddling together. Walter somewhat emulated them, hiding behind Bleddyn and I. The two of us turned to face the guard, Bleddyn with a sneer and myself with a frown.

The guard, the one that I think had tackled me earlier, didn’t seem to care. “Time to go, meat.” He said maliciously. “Out of the tent.” When nobody in the tent moved to follow his instructions, he narrowed his eyes at us and raised a gauntleted fist. “Now, unless you want to catch a wallopin’. And I guarantee you, you don’t want that right now.” At his threat, the five other slaves began to scramble out of the tent, streaming alongside the other slaves. The guards' eyes fell on the three of us, causing Bleddyn’s sneer to deepen. From what I’d learned of Bleddyn, he was probably gearing up for another fight.

I leaned into him again. “Not now,” I whispered in his ear. “We need to at least figure out what’s going on. And if I know Magnus, he’s got some kind of grand, self-fellating speech planned all about how clever his latest scheme is.” For a moment, I thought Bleddyn was going to ignore me, before he gave a slight, nearly indiscernible nod. I turned slightly to look over my shoulder at Walter and gave him a gesture to follow us.

As a group, the three of us walked out of the tent, Bleddyn never losing his sneer and making sure to retain eye contact with the guard as we passed him.

………………………………………

I was unsurprised when it turned out we were in the back clearing behind the manor. It seemed like this was where Magnus did his dirty work.

Well, most of it. My hand tried to reach up and cup my burn scar, but I forced it down.

The clearing had been transformed, though. The tent that we had exited was a ramshackle-looking thing, situated along the wall and out of the way. Least of the changes, it seemed like someone, most likely a slave, had come through and cut the grass lower in order to make it look more presentable. They hadn’t done much for patches of blood or burnt grass that I knew came from the deaths of unfortunate slaves, though. The mobile pavilion was back as well, but that didn’t catch my eye much. I was used to the sight of it. More importantly, though, Bleddyn had been right.

It looked like the entire town was out here. Including the guards, which were scattered throughout the clearing.

Arranged on either side and slightly behind the pavilion were tons of chairs and benches that were surrounded by chattering dwarves. Behind the accommodations and on the other side of the gate from us, I saw what looked like a few tables of food and drinks. There were rows of seating stretching out in a semi-circle as if they were pointed in a certain direction. Looking around, I found what they were facing. It looked like a large circle made of stones positioned in the center of the clearing.

The sight of it gave me a bad feeling.

I didn’t get to inspect my surroundings for long though, as my attention was stolen by the sound of a bell ringing. Snapping my head in the direction of the noise, I found a familiar sight. Pignolo, the cruel dwarven servant from the manor, was standing out in front of the pavilion ringing a bell. The chatter and conversation of the gathered dwarves began to die down, with them directing their eyes to Mr. Piggy.

“Good citizens of Addersfield!” He called out, once he had their attention. “I present to you, Lord Magnus, Heir of House Savoy!”

At his words, the gates to the right of our group began to open up. Out of them strode Magnus, dressed in the most opulent set of green and gold robes I’d seen on him. Accompanying him was a team of four Addersfield guards, with Stonebreaker following along behind the group. Even though I couldn’t see his face, the knight still looked visibly displeased from his body language alone.

At the sight of Magnus, the crowd began to clap politely. Magnus strutted from the gate like I’d never seen before, plainly enjoying the attention. He quickly ascended the back steps of the pavilion and turned around to address the crowd, raising a hand in the process. The applause died down quickly. Magnus smiled insincerely at the gathered dwarves.

“My friends,” He said, trying his hardest to project his voice across the clearing. “Thank you for gathering here today for my little soiree. Lately, I’ve been finding myself terribly bored, and why wouldn’t I? There’s simply so little to amuse oneself with in this,” He paused, before continuing. “Charming little town. Why, lately I’ve grown dissatisfied with my usual method of entertainment!”

You mean, when you regularly feed hapless slaves to bloodthirsty monsters?

“And If I, with all of my privileges have been so discontent of late, I can only imagine how you feel!” At his words, the crowd began murmuring among themselves. From my position, I could see that a number of them looked confused. “So, I’ve decided to put on a little show for the both of us.” His fake smile became very real and very cruel. “Some good old-fashioned blood sport.”

The crowd grew deathly quiet.

Magnus turned his eyes to us, the group of slaves practically hiding in the corner. Even from this distance, I could see the malicious glee in them. With his right hand, he gestured to us in a sweeping motion, causing every eye in the clearing to fall on us. I stiffened. In fact, most of us excluding Bleddyn froze in some way. He just glared back.

“Huddling in the corner like rats on a sinking ship are the stars of today’s entertainment!” Magnus grandstanded. “Gathered are the refuse and the malcontents of Addersfield’s slave population! This lot are the weak, the sickly, the too young and too old, and finally the belligerent!” I cast an eye at the other slaves. I guess that guy did look a little sick, and those guys looked a bit on in their years. Walter could be the young, and Bleddyn was definitely the belligerent.

Wait. Did that make me the weak?

“Today, these eight slaves will compete for our amusement! In a series of duels!” Magnus continued, waving Pignolo over to his position. He hurried up to his master's position, carrying a wooden case of some kind. At a gesture from Magnus, Pignolo opened the case and showed its contents to the crowd. I wasn’t able to see whatever it was from my position. “With these kitchen knives! Using these…fine instruments, these repulsive slaves shall battle to prove that they’re worthy of a second chance. For you see, I’m not completely without mercy.” He said, smiling maliciously in our direction.

Yes you are, you sick son of a bitch.

“The winner of this little tourney shall go on to become one of the Overseers.” Magnus continued, causing the other five slaves that I didn’t know in our group to perk up and start paying rapt attention. “Three square meals a day, a reduced workload, and your own room within the Overseer’s quarters. That sounds quite fair, does it not?”

The clearing was silent, except for an awkward cough from the gathered dwarven crowd.

Magnus suddenly frowned. “I said, aren’t I being fair?” He asked menacingly.

That caused the crowd to speak up.

“Of course, Lord Magnus!”

“You’re the very spirit of generosity, My Lord!”

I tried not to be disgusted with the crowd, but it was hard.

Magnus switched back to his insincere smile. “As I thought. As for the rules of the tourney, the cattle do not need to kill each other. A sufficiently disabling wound will suffice. For now.” He said, amending himself at the last moment. “As for you, my loyal subjects, you may avail yourself of the provided delectables during the intermissions. For now, be seated. We have a first bout to get to, don’t we? Guards, gather the cattle and distribute the cutlery.”

            

    
        Chapter 65 - Life or Death

    
    
    
    
                Most of us were shuffled off back into the tent after that. Two of the other slaves I didn’t know were held behind by the guards, though. The last thing I saw before the tent closed behind me were knives being given to the disturbingly eager slaves.

Once inside, we self-segregated again. Me, Bleddyn, and Walter settled into a corner, while the other three slaves spread out and began giving each other distrustful looks.

Bleddyn was the first to speak. “That sick fucker,” He growled. “How does he think he’s goin’ ta get away with this?”

I sighed. “Easily, I’m guessing,” I said resentfully. “He gets away with all kinds of shit. Who’s going to stop him?”

Bleddyn just glowered at the tent wall, roughly in the direction Magnus might be. He didn’t say anything, though. He knew I was right.

My attention was stolen by motion out of the corner of my eye. Turning my head to face it, I found Walter shaking in fear. The poor kid seemed like he was about to start crying. He looked up at me from where he was sitting on the floor. “W-w-what am I supposed to do, Mr. Hart?” He managed to stutter out. “I-I’ve never fought anyone in my l-life. I’ve o-only killed a few monsters before.”

Bleddyn’s head snapped around to fix on Walter. He spoke before I could. “Survive, boy. That’s all you can do. Those others,” He said, jerking his head at one of the other slaves. “They actually want this. They’ve been broken by their brand, and now they’ll kill whoever they need to for an easier life.”

I took a deep breath before crouching down to meet Walter’s eyes. “He’s right, Walter,” I said, gentler than Bleddyn. “None of us would need to do this in a perfect world. None of us-”

I was interrupted by a surprising number of cheers erupting from the spectators outside the tent. I glowered off into thin air at the noise. It sure didn’t take them long to get over their discomfort with Magnus’s latest scheme. “None of us,” I continued when the noise died down. “Deserve this. It’s not right, but when you get called out there, make sure you defend yourself.”

Walter stared at me with a bloodless visage before jerkily nodding his head. “I-I’ll try.” He whispered.

I didn’t get the chance to speak again, as the tent flap was raised by one of the guards. Stepping back into the tent was one of the slaves that must have been fighting, covered in blood.

He wasn’t followed by the other one.

The blood-splattered slave didn’t meet anyone’s eyes as he slunk into the tent. Bleddyn spat off to the side as the slave passed us, shuffling off to an isolated section of the tent to be alone.

One of the guards stepped into the tent with a satisfied smirk. “Made five gold off of that one,” he said jovially, letting his eyes rove across the slaves of the tent. I tensed as his eyes fell on our group. With a smirk, he pointed at one of us. Dread pooling in my stomach, I followed it to Walter.

“You, boy.” The guard said smugly. “You’re next.”

Walter looked up at me with terrified eyes. He started trembling harder from his position on the floor. Meanwhile, I heard the guard pick another person out of the other slaves. I didn’t turn to see who though, I just laid a comforting hand on Walter’s shoulder. Slowly, I felt a deep well of furious resentment rise up from deep within me. Over the top of Walter, I met Bleddyn’s eyes. I could tell how much he hated this as well, from the full-on teeth-bared snarl on his face. I took a deep breath and tried to put a comforting look on my face. With Bleddyn’s help, we both kneeled down and got Walter onto his feet, from a hand under each of his arms. Once he was up, I clapped both of my hands down on his shoulders and met his eyes with an intense stare.

“You can do this, Walter,” I said lowly. “Magnus never said anything about killing, for once. I think you just have to fight to submission. You can do this. I believe in you.”

Bleddyn nodded on the other side of Walter. “Give ‘em hell, boy.” He said gruffly.

Walter tried to smile at us but only ended up grimacing. He didn’t get the chance to speak.

“Now, boy,” The guard said, annoyed. He hadn’t moved from his position at the tent entrance, even as the other slave slunk by him. I shot him a dirty look. Perhaps fortuitously, I didn’t get the chance to say anything to him before Walter started to tremblingly walk past him and approach the guard. Once he’d passed the guard, he turned around and mouthed something at us before the flap closed.

‘Thank you.’

Walter disappeared from view.

………………………………………

Shortly after, I heard Magnus smugly give the order for the fight to start. Now that I was listening for it, I could hear the sound of shuffling sound of feet and the grunts of the fighters. Only barely though, as it was nearly drowned out by the boos and jeers of the watching dwarven spectators.

I couldn’t stop myself from pacing in the tent after Walter left. I was listening as hard as I was able to, but I wasn’t able to keep track of the fight very well purely through sound. I could tell that Bleddyn was trying to as well, and strangely, I think he was able to follow it more closely than I was. I thought it was odd, considering how I was the one with a secretly active Status, and thus a more active Perception Virtue, but I didn’t get the chance to think on it more deeply.

The crowd suddenly erupted into an explosion of cheers and boos as they had earlier. The fight must be over…

Both Bleddyn and I turned to stare at the entrance of the tent in tense silence. I knew it was wrong of me to hope that Walter had won, and possibly killed another man, but I couldn’t help it. He was just a teenager, dammit.

The flap suddenly opened, revealing the winner of the bout. I felt dread pool in my stomach at the sight of who it was.

It wasn’t Walter.

Instead, it was one of the older slaves, covered in a spray of blood. I lurched forward, unsure of what I was even intending to do before a guard walked into the tent dragging something.

This time, it was Walter.

The guard was dragging him by an arm, leaving a trail of blood behind him. I didn’t get a better look at Walter before the guard bodily threw the teen at Bleddyn and me. We just barely managed to get our arms up in time in order to cushion his fall. I think the only reason I didn’t stagger from the weight was because of Bleddyn. Hurriedly, we set him on the ground to look him over. I took in a sharp breath of air at what we found, while Bleddyn cursed under his breath.

There was a kitchen knife buried up to the hilt in Walter’s stomach.

Fuck.

Walter was still alive, if barely. He was gazing blankly at the tent ceiling above while he bled out on the dirt beneath us. I don’t even know if he was aware of us hovering over him. Short, sharp breaths marked by a wheezing noise told me that this wasn’t a minor injury at all.

I don’t think he had long.

Panicking slightly, I looked around the tent another time to see if there was anything that we could use as a field dressing. I wasn’t expecting these bastards to have left a convenient potion laying around, but no. There was nothing in the tent but a bunch of unfortunate slaves. There wasn’t even any water to wash the wound with.

Bleddyn caught my attention with a hard punch to my shoulder, knocking me out of my panic. “Nate,” He hissed at me under his breath. “Do what I trained you for.” He made a cupping motion with his hands.

I gazed at him uncomprehendingly for a moment before realization struck me. When it did, I gaped at him. “Are you serious,” I hissed back, aware of the guard selecting the other two slaves that hadn’t fought yet. “I’ve never done anything like this before. It’s not the same a small cut on your arm.”

“You have to try,” Bleddyn furiously whispered at me. “You’re the only chance the boy has.”

Goddamnit, he was right. Aetherial Melding was the only chance Walter had of living through this. Surgery using it was hard, but it was theoretically possible. The most first aid I’d ever done with a meld was stitch together small cuts. I made a sound of intense frustration, aware of the eyes of the other slave on us.

“Fine,” I whispered to Bleddyn. “Make sure nobody can see what I’m doing. I’ll give it a shot.” Exchanging nods, Bleddyn stood up halfway to hunch over our position, hiding the view of Walter and me as much as he could with his body.

Taking a deep breath, I thought of what I needed to do first. I’d need something to stick the wound closed, first. I didn’t have the luxury of nice, clean suture thread, so I’d have to make my own. Reaching up, I ripped the right sleeve off of my shirt. It wasn’t hard, as the material wasn’t extremely strong. But that would work for my purposes. Concentrating with the sleeve cupped between my palms, I entered into the trance I needed to manipulate Aether for a meld.

Once I had a grasp on the Aether, I got to work. What I needed to do wasn’t hard. I was going to break down the cloth of the sleeve into individual strings that I could use to bind the wound, and whatever internal damage there was, back together. This type of suture wasn’t ideal for internals and would likely stick around inside him, but hopefully, I’d be able to just dissolve it later on if he healed with another meld. I’d just have to hope Walter hadn’t lost too much blood yet to die from that.

It didn’t take me long, and when I was done there was a large pile of white linen string laying in my lap. I opened my eyes and took a deep breath, aware of a small amount of strain. I’d rushed that part, as I wanted to save the largest amount of my concentration for what was coming next.

I needed to remove the knife.

I was going to have to work the fastest I’d ever had with a meld. If I didn’t, Walter would likely die from blood loss while I was trying to save his life. “All right,” I whispered to myself, aware of Bleddyn watching my every move. “Let’s do this.”

Reaching down, I yanked the knife out of Walter’s gut as swiftly and as cleanly as I could, in order to minimize any more damage. Walter cried out weakly at the movement, becoming more aware from the spike of pain. He looked down at me with dazed eyes, as I cupped my hands around the large stab wound and concentrated fiercely to re-enter my trance. Feebly, he reached down to swipe at my hands, too weak from blood loss to understand what was going on. “No…” He trailed off.

Not opening my eyes, I spoke. “Hold him down, Bleddyn,” I said lowly. I heard Bleddyn shift above me, but I couldn’t see what he was doing. I was too busy feeling out the wound with my Aetherial sense.

It wasn’t great.

The knife had entered him just below his stomach. And as I feared, it had caused more than just muscular damage inside. From what I could tell, it had missed his small intestine and instead penetrated right into his large intestine. Thankfully, from what I could tell, it was mostly empty at the moment, so nothing was leaking out of it that would cause sepsis other than blood. For once, the trend of not feeding slaves much had worked in our favor. Still, I’d need to stitch together both Walter’s large intestine, as well as the wound on his abdomen.

Carefully reaching down and making sure not to lose my concentration, I grabbed my makeshift suture with blood-soaked hands. Bringing the thread to the wound and concentrating harder than I ever had in my life, I got to work.

            

    
        Chapter 66 - Courting Death

    
    
    
    
                I wasn’t sure how long exactly I worked to save Walter’s life, but it couldn’t have been long. The precision of my Aetherial sense and the ability to directly manipulate the flesh below me meant that the process was surprisingly quick, if not incredibly mentally intensive. I couldn’t allow my concentration to slip for even a moment. If it did, and I wasn’t holding the wound together through sheer mental pressure while I worked, Walter would likely bleed out and die.

I kept in mind I likely didn’t have very long before it was my turn to fight and I had to leave Walter alone. He had to be stable by the time I left him. I couldn’t ask Bleddyn to watch him either, as it hadn’t escaped my attention who the last two slaves that hadn’t fought were. It looked like Magnus wanted the last fight of the first round to be Bleddyn and me.

I was lucky that whatever was going on out there seemed to be the longest of the fights so far. My concentration had nearly been broken several times by the reactions of the heartless crowd, with their cheers and their jeers. But eventually, I finished.

I think…I’d done it.

Snapping out of my Aetherial sense with a deep gasp of air, I nearly fell onto my ass at the wave of exhaustion that hit me. Instead, I fell back onto Bleddyn’s legs, as he was still leaning over me. It looked like he had stopped holding down Walter by this point, as apparently, the teenager had lost consciousness sometime during the procedure. I felt my own waver from the strain of what I had done, nearly knocking me out.

Seconds later, I felt myself being shaken back to awareness. Slowly blinking my eyes, I found that Bleddyn had moved to crouch in front of me. He was staring at me with a concerned expression on his face. “Oi,” He said lowly. “Ye can’t sleep now. I think they’re done out there, and we’ve got to check on the boy before they come for us.”

Breathing deeply, I nonetheless nodded at him. He nodded back and moved out of my way so I could inspect Walter. Well, he was breathing at least. It was unsteady and slight, but it was there. He’d likely passed out from the shock of both the wound and the impromptu surgery. He was pale from blood loss, which unfortunately I don’t think I could do anything about. I didn’t have any of the blood-replenishing potions that Magnus had forced down my throat.

As for the surgery itself, it seemed like it had been a success. I’d managed to stitch close both the wound on his abdomen, and the perforation on his large intestine. Probably not very well, though. The stitches weren’t very neat, and I’d likely used too much thread, but at least Walter wasn’t bleeding everywhere anymore. Instead, I was covered in his blood now.

Tiredly, I tore off the remaining sleeve on my tunic and started winding it around Walter’s stomach, with Bleddyn’s help. When I was done, I cinched it off as best I could as a makeshift bandage.

God, I wish I had some kind of medical training to tell whether or not I’d just saved his life, or doomed it.

“I think I’ve done all I can now for him,” I said to Bleddyn lowly. “It’s up to him now if he pulls through.” Bleddyn nodded at me seriously and opened his mouth to reply, but didn’t get the chance.

Behind us, we heard the tent flap fly open. Bleddyn shut his mouth and narrowed his eyes. I turned around to see what he was looking at to find another blood-soaked slave stumbling into the tent. This one looked rougher than either of the first two winners, and multiple cuts lingering on his skin. He wasn’t followed by another slave, only the same guard that was assigned to mind us. I let out a rough breath from my nose. That made two other slaves that were likely dead by now.

I didn’t get very long to contemplate the slave though, as the guard immediately turned to Bleddyn and I. “Up and at ‘em, you two,” He said to us maliciously, before pausing at the sight of me. He smirked at my blood-soaked form. “Well, well, what do we have here? Could it be that one you is being a little…preactive?”

Bleddyn stood up first and helped me up after him. He spat on the ground at the guard's words while I woozily tried to steady myself. “It’s proactive, ye dumb twat,” He said mulishly, causing the guard to scoff. “Besides, the boy already lost. Why would we try and kill ‘im now?”

“I’m going to enjoy watching you bleed, slave,” The guard sneered. “Out, the both of you.”

Out we went.

………………………………………

Exiting into the inappropriately bright and cheery sunlight, I was surprised to see that another confrontation was already taking place. This time, between Magnus and Orinbar, the Seneschal. They seemed to be having a heated argument. Magnus was sneering down at him from his place higher up on his pavilion. While Orinbar was standing at the bottom of the steps around the back half, with an incredibly frustrated look on his face. Interestingly, Stonebreaker was standing up on the pavilion as well with Magnus. He…didn’t look very pleased.

The crowd was politely pretending not to notice any kind of confrontation happening, while at the same time very obviously paying rapt attention to the two dwarves.

As the guard directed us closer to the pavilion, we must have been noticed by Orinbar. If anything, the sight of us made him look even angrier. “Even the damn Butcher, Magnus?!” He shouted at the heir. “Never mind Azarus’s personal slave, you’re trying to get the town's only butcher killed?! How are we going to get our meat if we don’t have a Butcher!”

Magnus scoffed and sneered. “Azarus doesn’t have a personal slave. What he has is a worthless piece of meat that I’m loaning him. I can do whatever I want with cattle that I own. As for the Butcher, what does it matter? This one isn’t even a real Butcher anyway. I’ll just assign another slave with Fleshcrafting to the job if it dies.”

Orinbar literally shook in anger before he snapped. “You’ve gone too far this time, Magnus! As far as I’m concerned, you’ve sabotaged this operation for the last time! You care more about your own base enjoyments than you do furthering the interests of House Savoy!” He straightened his already neat vest. “I’ll be contacting the Prince to see about recalling you back to Vittolia. Perhaps he can correct your behavior.”

Magnus lurched forward with a snarl on his face. “Oh, are you now, old man? You pathetic weakling, you think I’ll let you? Guards!” He snapped at the guards-dwarves who had gathered to watch the confrontation. “Restrain the Seneschal, and escort him back to his office. Make sure he doesn’t leave. I’ll deal with him…later.” He said ominously.

Two guards hesitantly stepped forward to obey Magnus’s order. Both of them laid a hand on Orinbar’s shoulders to lead him away. On the pavilion, Stonebreaker let out an audible snort of disgust that rang out from his helm. Orinbar looked at the hands on his shoulders disbelievingly for a moment before looking up at Magnus. “You cannot be serious, Magnus. This settlement would collapse in a day without me.”

“Oh, I’m deadly serious, Seneschal,” Magnus answered with a twisted smile. “Take him away.”

The guards did as ordered, directing the shocked Orinbar out of the clearing and back through the gate. Before long, the trio had disappeared off in the direction of the manor. With a self-satisfied noise, Magnus turned back around to look at Bleddyn and I, who had been watching the show behind him. At the sight of us, an evil glint entered his eyes. “Well, well. I believe this might end up being my favorite bout of the day. If it isn’t the rebellious Butcher and the cattle that survived two of my hunts.”

Bleddyn already had a sneer on his face at the sight of Magnus, but his words only caused it to deepen. On my part, I was trying not to let my exhaustion from the surgery show on my face. If I showed any weakness at all, I’m sure that Magnus would pounce on it.

Magnus continued. “You two maggots have the honor of being the last match of the first round, and I believe I’ve changed my mind. The way the other cattle slaughtered each other was most pleasing to me. My order that you don’t need to fight to the death is rescinded.”

His words caused a stir among the crowd. Bleddyn didn’t show a reaction, but I’m sure my dread broke through my mask. Even beyond the fact that Bleddyn was my friend, I didn’t think I would be able to take him in a fight even if I wasn’t exhausted. I might have had an active Status, but the impression I’d gotten for him over time was that he was just way more experienced than I was. Hell, he definitely had a higher level than I did, locked away behind his brand.

“You will fight and die for my amusement this day, and I will enjoy it immensely,” Magnus said, locking his eyes on me with sick glee. “Guards, distribute the cu-”

“No.”

The entire clearing went silent at the word, causing it to echo.

Magnus’s eyes slowly drifted to my left, where Bleddyn stood with a smirk on his face. “Do you care to repeat that, cattle?” He said, disbelievingly.

Bleddyn took a step forward. “I said, no,” He continued forward with another step. He was now only around ten feet from Magnus. “In fact, fuck no. I’m not going to play yer sick little game, ye twisted cunt.”

Magnus chuckled disbelievingly, glancing around at the dead quiet clearing. “You choose to defy me? Here and now, when I’m surrounded by my soldiers and supporters?” In an extreme shift, he suddenly lunged forward and gripped the railing of the pavilion so hard it splintered under his grasp. “You court death, mongrel.” He snarled madly.

From behind him, I saw something silvery drop into Bleddyn’s palm from his long sleeve. My lips parted slightly in silent shock. He must have grabbed it sometime during the surgery, but I hadn’t seen him do it.

The knife that had been buried in Walter’s stomach.

Bleddyn grinned wildly up at Magnus. “Ye FIRST,” He bellowed, whipping his arm up and tossing the knife point first at Magnus’s face.

The world nearly slowed to crawl at the rush of adrenaline I felt. In a freeze frame, I could see everything that was happening. The knife was flying through the air fast enough that Magnus couldn’t react in time. The audience was only barely beginning to react to the sight of the blade, and a great clamor was erupting from them. The various guards around the clearing were charging at Bleddyn, some of them drawing their blades. Magnus’s eye’s widened slowly at the approaching knife.

Meanwhile, Stonebreaker moved.

Time sped up.

In front of me, Bleddyn was still standing with one arm outstretched from his throwing position. Suddenly, he began laughing wildly at something. “Ha Ha HA HA HA H-” He was cut off briefly by one of the guards tackling him and wrestling him to the ground. His laughter picked up again though, undeterred.

Numbly, I followed his gaze to where he’d been staring.

On the podium, Stonebreaker was standing just off to the side of Magnus, one arm outstretched in front of Magnus’s face at eye height. Pinched in between his gauntleted index and middle finger was the blood-soaked kitchen knife that had nearly stolen Walter’s life. But…

The entire knife wasn’t present before Stonebreaker’s fingers.

Slowly, stumblingly, Magnus backed away from the knife in front of his left eye with a faint, but audible wet plopping noise. As he did so, Stonebreaker tilted the knife up just enough for everyone to see what was on the point.

A ruined, punctured eyeball.

Suddenly, Magnus let out a high-pitched scream of pure agony. The view of Magnus wasn’t blocked by Stonebreaker anymore, as he had stepped to the side, with a vaguely self-satisfied air. As suspected, Magnus’s left eye was just gone. In its place was a bloody, empty eye socket.

Some of the dwarven women in the audience screamed at the sight, while the clamor from the rest of the audience picked up.

“You!” Magnus suddenly screamed through his wails at Stonebreaker, clutching his empty socket. “Why didn’t you stop it!”

Over the din of the crowd, I still managed to hear Stonebreaker’s reply. “I did,” He said, somewhat smugly. “Enough that it wasn’t fatal, at least. Chin up, boy. You’ll get it grown back. Once you’re back in Vittolia, at least.”

Oh. I see. So Stonebreaker was more on Orinbar’s side…

Magnus must have realized that as well, because a rictus of hate suddenly stole across his face. “I’ll deal with you later.” He snarled. Suddenly, he rounded back on the clearing where Bleddyn was being held down by the guards. In an explosive movement that cracked a wooden board beneath him, Magnus jumped down to land in front of Bleddyn. He grabbed him by the hair and yanked his head up to meet his eyes. “Try and kill me, will you!” He screamed in Bleddyn’s face, spittle impacting him. “You’ll beg for death by the time I’m done with you!”

Bleddyn gave a pained chuckle from his position on the ground. “I doubt that.”

Magnus slammed his head back on the ground forcefully. He looked up at the guard that was directly on top of Bleddyn. “Take him to the cells,” He hissed. Standing up, he screamed at the onlookers. “Everyone LEAVE! We’re DONE!” He started hurriedly sprinting in the direction of the manor once he’d finished with his orders.

I took a breath for the first time in a long time. I watched numbly as the guards picked up Bleddyn roughly and began to march him away towards the manor as well. Before he got too far away though, Bleddyn turned around to meet my eyes. First, he smiled at me, surprisingly content for a man that was likely to be tortured to death soon. Then, he mouthed something at me, for the second time that day.

‘The boy’.

Walter…

Suddenly glancing around, I saw that the clearing was in a state of panic. The crowd was rushing out of it quickly, and the guards were preoccupied with them. Nobody was paying any attention to me anymore. Realizing what Bleddyn had meant, I walked back to the tent we’d been held in as quickly as I dared. Once inside, I sprinted over to where Walter was still laying in the dirt where we had left him. Putting my head to his chest and the back of my hand over his mouth, I found that he still had a heartbeat and was still breathing, although both were weak. He was still alive then, thank God.

Carefully, I began to pick up Walter as gently as I could and put him in a fireman’s carry. Standing back up, I ignored the hesitant questions from the other slaves. I didn’t care about people that would willingly kill another slave when they didn’t need to. Poking my head out of the tent, I saw that the coast was fairly clear. Hurriedly, I made my way over to and outside the gate undetected in all the confusion. Once clear, I rushed as quickly as I dared to the side path that led to Azarus’s house.

Thank you, Bleddyn. I wouldn’t forget this.

I swear, I won’t let you die in that house.

That’s a promise.
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                It didn’t take me long to reach the side path that led to Azarus’s house. I didn’t even get stopped once on the way, even though I was far from the only person on the path. There were dwarves all around me, streaming back into town from the back clearing now that their ‘entertainment’ was over. Rather than be concerned about the senseless violence that Magnus had been inflicting on people, they seemed more interested in gossiping about Magnus’s injury.

These bastards…

I don’t think I gave a shit if they were all killed in the Ward Break anymore. Not after how they’d all cheered on desperate slaves senselessly killing each other.

Slipping into the side path, I glanced around. Nobody else was outside, and for once I didn’t hear Azarus working in the forge. Flicking my eyes upward, I tried to take the time. It was getting to be about evening now, and the sun was only starting to lower across the horizon.

I frowned. Was it possible that Grey and Azarus had no idea about anything that had happened in town today? Yes, yes it was I decided. They were isolated out here, and wouldn’t have heard anything considering the house’s distance from both the clearing and town proper. Shit, I wasn’t even coming back that late. I’d stayed out later than this at Van’s shop, just testing out Aetherial Melding and helping Bleddyn with his workload.

Bleddyn…

I shook it off and started jogging my way across the clearing. Once I reached the front door, I barged in without bothering to be quiet, careful not to jostle Walter too much. “Hey!” I called out to the house. “Need a little help here!”

I heard a thump from upstairs and rattling noise from under the staircase. I guess I knew where everyone was, now. Moments later, the door to Grey’s room under the stairs opened and the man himself poked his head out. “Nathan?” He called out confused, turning his head to face me. “Whatever is…the…problem…” He trailed off at the sight of a bloodied teenager resting on my shoulder. Grey cursed and waved me over. “In here, quickly!”

I did as he bid, hurriedly walking over and maneuvering my way through the doorway. Once inside, I found Grey rummaging through his desk, pulling out bottles of potions and various medical supplies. “On the bed.” He said curtly, not turning to face me.

Carefully, I made my way to his bed and laid Walter down on it, mindful of his head. Once I was done, I took in his state for the first time since the tent and cursed softly. He didn’t look good. Walter looked like he had lost even more color, and his breath was coming in short and shallow. I was interrupted by Grey wheeling back over and dumping a load of supplies and bottles on the bedside table, before leaning over to inspect Walter. His eyes lingered on my makeshift bandage before flicking up to meet mine.

“What happened?” He asked me seriously.

“Knife wound to the gut,” I answered curtly, knowing full well that wasn’t the only thing he was asking. “I did what I could with Aetherial Melding-” I was interrupted by the door behind us slamming open to admit a bare-chested Azarus with soaking wet hair, wearing only a pair of pants. I continued without acknowledging him. “So I’ll have to dissolve the internal stitches at the same time you give him potions.”

“The hell…” I heard Azarus breathe out behind me. I ignored him.

Grey stared at me for a moment before nodding. “Let’s get to work then.”

………………………………………

Grey and I worked on Walter for the next half hour. We took turns between sessions administering various potions and me dissolving my makeshift sutures through Aetherial Melding. It took longer than I’d hoped it would because I’d already strained myself near to my breaking point using my Profession. By the end, I was surprised that I wasn’t unconscious.

But we did it.

Woozily, I tried to focus on Walter to see how he was doing. Though my eyesight was blurry, I could tell that he looked much better. The huge knife wound on his stomach was nothing more than a vivid red scar by now, with my simple linen sutures nowhere to be found. I knew that the ones I’d placed on his large intestine were gone as well. He was breathing much steadier now, and even had some color back in his cheeks. He’d better, considering how many blood-replenishing potions we’d poured down his throat.

In a fog, I thought I heard someone calling my name. I tried to focus. Looking up, I found that Grey was now looking at me in a concerned manner, and not Walter. Azarus was standing behind him as well with a furrowed brow. Slowly, I blinked one eye at them and then the other.

“Yesss…?” I slurred, trailing off.

“Nathan…what happened?” Grey asked me, troubled. “Who is this young man? I thought you were just going to visit Vandimar’s shop today.”

Azarus spoke before I could. “His name’s Walter Meyers.” He said with a frown. When Grey turned around to look at him with a raised eyebrow, Azarus shrugged. “Observed him.”

When Grey turned back around to look at me, he did so with a furrowed brow of his own. “That name…isn’t that the young man that taught you Wildshaping, Nathan?... Nathan?”

I wasn’t paying attention to them. Instead, I was trying to get up and walk to the door. Stumbling to my feet, I took one staggered footstep. “Can’t…can’t talk…gotta…gotta ssssave…Bledynnn…” I didn’t manage either another step or another word.

Instead, I fell over face-first, losing consciousness on the way down.

………………………………………

I snapped back to awareness all at once, shooting upright from a prone position. Looking around wildly, I found that I was in my own bed for once. Memories rushing back to me, I cursed. I’d pushed myself too hard, trying to save Walter. Looking out the window, I guessed that it was sometime in the middle of the late night. I felt dread pool in my stomach. Who knows how long Magnus’d had his hands on Bleddyn by now?

I knew that I’d pushed myself too hard saving Walter, but I was going to have to push myself again. As I got up from the bed, the thought crossed my mind that Grey and Azarus didn’t even know what had happened to me yet, but it didn’t matter. If they were still up, I’d tell them after I’d succeeded.

I needed to finish the Ward Breaker, if I wanted to save Bleddyn before he was tortured to death.

If that hadn’t already happened…

Luckily, I had everything I needed for it here in my room already. Moving over to my small work desk and sitting in the chair, I started pulling materials out of the drawers. First, I pulled out the physical blanks I needed for the artifact. With Azarus’s help, and Grey’s guidance, I’d ‘smithed’ these myself over the last few days. Made of silver, they resembled a two-pronged long fork with a thick handle, more than anything. Nearly as long as my forearm, the blanks were mostly a silver rod with a spherical cap on one end, and two sharpened prongs on the other. There were circling strings of tightly carved runes running all up and down the length of it, terminating and meeting just below the prongs in one large rune. That was the activation rune, I’d learned. Inside the end cap were multiple cores that we’d harvested from monsters over the last few weeks. They were meant to power the device.

From what I’d been told, once it was finished, you were meant to stab the prongs into the ward stone, press the rune, and the Breaker would do its job.

All I needed to do now was to shape the enchantment, and then layer it over the blank. The problem was, that was the hardest part. Most people weren’t capable of this kind of work until they were able to shape Mana even if they had Enchanting as a Profession, but I was cheating through Aetherial Melding. Raw Aether would work just as well as the Mana to power the enchantment, according to Grey. But it would be harder.

I was determined, though. Not only so we could get out of this fucking town, and not only so I could finally kill that bastard, Magnus. But so I could save my friend.

I got to work.

………………………………………

“Fuck!” I hissed, throwing away another ruined blank. It impacted the wall above my bed, prongs first, and stuck into it. I didn’t care though. I just picked up another one and prepared myself.

I’d already ruined two of the blanks by burning them out. The reason that it was harder to layer raw Aether as the enchant was because of how much more potent it was than normal Mana. It was so potent in fact, that it was destroying the blanks, essentially burning them out and ruining the precisely carved runes.

Entering into my trance, I stopped myself before I could go any further. Slowly, I leaned back in my chair while letting out a sigh while folding my hands over the blank. I couldn’t afford to ruin many more of these. I didn’t have enough to waste them on frustrated repeat attempts.

I was getting pretty close, though. I felt like I was successfully creating the enchantment just like Grey had taught me to, but I was fumbling the attachment at the last moment. The Aether was just too strong, and it resisted enough that I had trouble in those last few crucial seconds.

I needed to calm down.

After a moment, I recalled not too long ago when I had managed to find a moment's peace. About a week ago, I’d entered into a deeper trance than usual and fallen into a state of almost meditation after an uncomfortable talk about family with the guys. In that trance, I’d felt more connected with Aether than I ever had before or since. Well, it was worth a shot.

Slowly, I sank deeper into my trance. Before long, I began to feel the current and pulse of the Aether around me more keenly. Breathing deeply, I lifted a free hand and began to direct the invisible energy to swirl about and coat me, not unlike how I had before.

Yeah…

This was working…

I could feel myself begin to relax as I was embraced by the Aether of Vereden. After a time, I was so in tune with it again that I felt that same tapping sensation on my back as I did last time. That was the endlessly repeating Mana-based activation enchantment built into the collar. The one that couldn’t do anything because I didn’t actually have a real brand for it to activate. But…

Something was different.

Sitting up straighter in my chair, being careful not to lose my hold on the ambient Aether, I concentrated. What was that? Every time I felt the useless tapping sensation, I felt an answering reverberation from the Aether cloak that surrounded me. Focusing harder, I paid rapt sensorial attention the next time it came. There! I was dumbfounded and confused at the source.

It.

Well.

It was coming from the enchantment blank…

I had never taken my hand off of it while I was meditating on the Aether, and thus it had been covered by the same cloak of invisible power that I was. Every time the activation enchantment touched the Aether, a portion of it propagated across the energy and reached the blank. The blank was then acting as if it recognized the activation signal briefly and responding, but nothing more than that.

That…shouldn’t happen. Not from my understanding of enchantment, at least.

As I’d been taught, a blank only responded this way when it received Enchantment ‘intent’ that was compatible with its runic architecture. Hell, I’d felt a version of this only a few minutes ago when I was burning out those other blanks.

Slowly, clawing its way from the depths of my subconscious, an idea rolled over me. It…if this worked. If I was willing to potentially waste an enchantment blank on this idea.

It would change everything. It would change Vereden

I took a deep breath.

Fuck it. I still had two more if this one burned out. The potential was too high.

Concentrating, I picked up the blank in both hands and began to layer the Ward Breaker enchantment again. But this time, I stripped parts of it out. It didn’t need to be as powerful for my idea, it didn’t need as many redundancies. It didn’t need to bypass as many built-in defenses as a Ward Stone had. It didn’t need to overpower a physical object with so much injected raw Aether from monster cores that it physically exploded.

My target only needed the most crucial, fundamental core of the Ward Breaker enchantment.

Deactivation.

The enchantment clicked into place.

            

    
        Chapter 68 - Fetterfall

    
    
    
    
                For a moment I didn’t dare to breathe.

It had worked?

It had really, truly worked?

Trembling, I concentrated on the now no-longer enchantment blank. Slowly, I let my Aetherial Senses poke and prod the device in my hands. During my lesson on Enchantment, Grey’d had me test my senses on spare enchantment discs that he had. His reasoning had been that I needed to be able to tell whenever something had been successfully enchanted.

This…item. This thing in my hands was registering as successfully enchanted to my senses.

I nearly started hyperventilating.

Somehow, I’d done it. I hadn’t intended to, but I had.

In my hands was a device that I thought could break a slave bond.

I chuckled to myself, slightly hysterical. I couldn’t be right, could I? It couldn’t be this simple to free a slave. If I’d actually done it, then the design for breaking a slave bond had already existed. I’d just stripped it down until it wouldn’t be strong enough to kill someone.

As I’d said, the Ward Breaker functioned by being inserted into a ward stone and then flooding that stone with raw Aether from the monster cores in the handle. This Aether was aspected with enchantment intent that carried the idea of ‘deactivation’. What I’d done was strip several features from the Ward Breaker enchantment and massively lower the amount of Aether administered from a press of the activation rune. Normally, a single Ward Breaker only had about two charges to it due to how much Aether it took from the cores, according to Grey. However, this…thing I’d made probably had enough juice for hundreds of uses.

I set it down on the table with shaking hands. I…I didn’t have time for this. I needed to finish the Ward Breaker. Once I was done with that…

Then I guess I’d go downstairs and show it to Grey.

………………………………………

It didn’t take me long to finish the Ward Breaker.

Maybe it was because I was so keyed up from making…the other thing. Maybe it was from the meditation I’d done. Either way, I succeeded in layering the enchantment over the blank on my very next try.

I nearly slumped over at the exhaustion that swept over me. I clutched my pounding head with both hands and let out a low groan. I’d never pushed myself so many times in such a short period of time. Between all the surgery I’d done in the last twenty-four hours and making these two items, it almost felt like something was aching inside me. Fumblingly, I reached for a drawer on my desk. Opening it, I took out a bottle that contained a bright yellow potion.

I eyed it warily.

Grey had given me a number of these weeks ago. He’d called them energy potions, and told me that I could use them to briefly to bolster myself. Kind of like a super-powered energy drink, from what I could tell. However, he’d cautioned me by saying that the boost would only last about ten hours, and then I was out. Apparently, these things had a tendency to knock you out for days afterward.

I took a deep breath. Fuck it, I’d take it with me. If Grey said that my Ward Breaker was functional…

Then I was kicking off everything tonight, and chugging this damn potion.

Bleddyn didn’t have time for me to pussy-foot around.

Grabbing the Ward Breaker, the potion, and my…project, I exited my room and headed downstairs. Coming to Grey’s room, I was surprised to hear low conversation echoing out from it. I think both Grey and Azarus were still up and in there. Good. That saved some time.

I knocked on the door strongly and didn’t wait for an answer before I barged in. Grey and Azarus were sitting at the small corner table, nursing drinks. They’d turned around to face me with surprised looks on their faces at my entrance. Azarus set his down.

“Nate!” He said, standing up halfway from his chair. I waved him back down impatiently, causing him to pause. I hustled over to the table, dumping the three items in my arms on the table for them to see. Azarus slowly lowered back into his chair. “Are ya…all right?” He asked me.

“Fine,” I said shortly. I slid the Ward Breaker that I’d made to rest in front of Grey. “Did I do it right? Is it functional enough?”

Grey blinked down at the large and oddly proportioned fork before his eyes widened. He looked up at me in astonishment. “Nathan, did you finish the Ward Breaker?” I heard an intake of breath from Azarus, but didn’t turn to face him.

“That’s what I’m asking you,” I said impatiently, nearly bouncing on my heels.

Grey picked up the Ward Breaker and narrowed his eyes in concentration. Both Azarus and I held our breaths in anticipation while Grey examined it with his senses. After a moment, a smile stole across his aged face and he looked up at me. “You did it, Nathan. You really did it. This is a fully functional Ward Breaker.”

“Gods damn,” Azarus breathed out.

“With this,” Grey continued. “We’re-”

I interrupted him. “That’s not all,” I said gravely. I was glad that I’d done the Ward Breaker correctly, but I’d already been pretty sure I had. I slid the other long fork across the table to Grey.

He looked down at it, puzzled. “Did you make a second Breaker, Nathan?” He reached for it.

“No,” I said. “I think…I made something different.” I stepped away from the table, full of nervous energy. I began to pace back and forth in front of the table under the confused stares of Grey and Azarus. “I don’t want to get anyone’s hopes up. But…but that isn’t a Ward Breaker.” I stopped my pacing and turned to face them. “I think that can break a slave bond.”

Grey and Azarus both froze. In fact, I couldn’t even tell if they were breathing anymore, they were so still. Slowly, I watched their eyes drift down to the item resting in front of Grey. With a shaking hand, Grey slowly reached down to rest a hand on the item. I watched as started concentrating on his arcane senses again, and begin to inspect what I’d made.

Azarus and I waited with bated breath. This time, Grey seemed to take much longer to feel out the device. Several minutes went by as he scrutinized it. At last, he stopped and looked up at me with a furrowed brow. “I…believe I can see what you mean, Nathan,” He said cautiously, hopefully. “I can see the changes you made to the base Ward Breaker enchantment, but I don’t know how. I’ve never seen enchantment editing done in such a way.”

I reached out and pulled out the third chair resting at the table. With a thump, I sat in it. “We’ve talked about how I can weave and layer enchantments over items before. We’ve even talked about how I can perceive them during a Meld. I…lately I’ve just been finding it easier to try and match an enchantment to its runes before I apply it.” I explained the rest of my process to Grey as he sat there, enraptured. I even told him about what I’d noticed about the endlessly repeating activation enchantment on my collar.

When I was done, we sat in silence for a moment. Azarus hadn’t said a word in some time, merely watching our discussion with wide eyes, as if he couldn’t believe what was happening.

Abruptly, Grey picked up the item and handed it to me. In the same instant, he wheeled his chair away from the table. “There’s only one way to know for certain if it works,” He said gravely, meeting my eyes. “You don’t have a bond to test it on. But I do, Nathan.”

Unexpectedly, Azarus stood up from the table and interrupted us. “Ya can’t be serious,” He said disbelievingly. “Even if this thing works, and I’m not saying it won’t, mind,” He said to me before continuing. “You’re not who it should be tested on! I don’t know much about enchantment, but I do know that your bond is bigger, stronger, and more complex than most! Even beyond that, we don’t know what this thing could do to ya if it fails! Hell, it could trigger your collar and then that’s it! You're dead!”

Grey took a deep breath before nodding. He didn’t turn to face Azarus though, he just kept staring at me. “You’re correct, Azarus,” He said evenly. “But everything that I understand about the principles of Enchanting and Abjuration is telling me this will work. My bond may be somewhat stronger than the average one, but not so much that this couldn’t possibly work. Nathan…” He started to undo the bindings of his plain white tunic, so similar to my own. When he was done, he turned around and lowered it to expose the brand on his left shoulder blade, so much larger and complex than any other I'd seen. “Do it.”

Hesitantly, I approached him with the fork-shaped device clutched in my right hand. I stopped though, when Grey spoke again. “I believe that this might work best,” He said calmly. “If the tongs break the skin. The ritual act of bloodletting, even if only slight, might boost the success rate. You’ll need your skill for that, though. We already know it’s capable of breaking my skin.”

With a deep breath, I did as he said.

The Scintillant Blade.

The long fork in my hand erupted into rainbow-colored fire. The light of my skill overpowered the weak candlelight that was flickering in the dim room, casting multi-colored shadows across its darkened corners. Slowly, I raised the device to hover point first over the large, dense, and complex brand that dominated Grey’s left shoulder. I paused before continuing. “Grey…,” I trailed off. “Thank you.” I tried hard to convey the depths of my emotion in those two words. How grateful I was that he and Azarus had rescued me, all those months ago. How grateful I was for his tutelage. How much I just appreciated his advice and his company, on long nights.

Grey must have understood. “No, Nathan,” He said with a smile in his voice, without turning to face me. “Thank you.”

Forcefully, I stabbed the fork down at the brand, leaning on it with my full weight. Even then, I only managed to slightly pierce his skin, leading to two small drops of blood starting to drip down his back. At the same time, I pressed down on the activation rune.

The results were immediate.

The brand on Grey’s shoulder began to light up rapidly in a dazzling combination of light. I didn’t get a chance to see much more though, as with a bang I was blasted off of my feet and went flying. “Nate!” I heard behind me, over the rapid crescendo of light and noise that was beginning to fill the room. Before I could hit the wall, I was grabbed by Azarus. I wasn’t paying attention to that though.

I was watching Grey.

From where I was leaning against Azarus, I could see the brand on Grey’s back begin to shine ever brighter. It grew so bright, in fact, that I was sure the light was leaking through the curtains and lighting up the clearing outside the window. Gradually, I could see the brand begin to break down and dissolve on Grey’s back from the intensity of the power assaulting it. I didn’t think it was from the device at that point. I think that was Grey’s power fighting back against the brand, now that a weakness had formed in it.

At the same time, all light in the room began to dim. The shadows grew longer and darker, and the light that still existed in the room from the weak candles began to dim. Slowly, it…somehow began to reach for Grey, independently of the flame that was producing it. What was left was a still-burning flame that produced no light at all. Softly, Grey himself began to glow with an ethereal silver light.

Wordlessly, Grey raised his right arm and made a sweeping gesture, from his position facing the covered window. The drapes flew open at his command.

The room exploded into light once more. I cried out, covering my eyes at the brightness, aware of Azarus crying out behind me as well. Slowly, I tried to open them to see what was making the light. I felt my heart stutter in my chest at what I found.

It was the moon.

Looming full and heavy just over the trees outside the window, it was shining brighter than I’d ever seen it on either Vereden or Earth. Somehow, I could physically feel the attention that it was directing onto Grey. It was as if the heavenly body was personally guiding its full radiance onto one person. Slowly, he wheeled up to the window and laid a longing hand onto it, as if he could reach up into the sky and pluck the luminous moon from the heavens.

“Elys, my love,” Grey said softly, lovingly. “Let us never be parted again…”

            

    
        Chapter 69 - Countdown to Endgame

    
    
    
    
                Gradually, the moonlight that was streaming into the room began to weaken. At the same time, the silver glow that had surrounded Grey died out as well, letting the light return to the still flickering candles. Grey didn’t move from his position at the window though, still gazing up at the full moon visible in the night sky with his hand on the window.

With Azarus' help, I straightened up from my position leaning against him, exchanging a disbelieving look at the same time. We both jumped though, when Grey spoke up again. Turning to face him, I saw that he still hadn’t moved.

“Nathan, Azarus,” He said serenely. “It worked, but we don’t have much time. I’ve been without my Status for so long that my body needs to adjust to its presence once more. I’m afraid that I’m going to lose consciousness soon, and I don’t know when I’ll wake.”

I jolted, adrenaline shooting through my veins. I opened my mouth to say something but didn’t get a chance before Grey spoke again.

“I’ll be fine, I assure you. But I won’t be able to assist you with what comes next. I don’t know-” He suddenly hunched over in his chair, hand falling off of the window. He began coughing. I hurried over to his side, aware of Azarus following me. Once I reached him, Grey looked up at me. His eyes were different, if not familiar. The sclera had grown pitch black, while the silver of his irises had begun to glow slightly. I was startled at how they looked before I remembered something. This was how they had looked all those months ago, when he had Awakened me.

Grey gave both Azarus and me a pained smile. “We can’t know how many people saw my reunion with Elys. Hopefully not many, but we can’t be sure. Either way, it needs to be tonight. Nathan…” He suddenly seemed to grow weary, as if his returned strength was draining. “Good…luck…” He drifted off, losing consciousness at the same time. He slumped in his chair, head nodding into his chest.

Azarus broke the resulting silence. “Fuck.”

I stood up from my kneeling position over Grey. “Yeah,” I said, letting out a stuttering breath. I took in a deeper one. “But he was right,” I said, turning to Azarus. I met his eyes. “I was going to do it tonight anyway. Magnus, he has-”.

“Bleddyn, I know,” Azarus interrupted me. At my look, he shrugged. “After ya passed out, I went to see Van to see if he knew what happened. Told me the whole thing. I found out what happened to you, Bleddyn, and the boy.” Reminded of Walter for the first time in a while, I turned to the bed. Sure enough, he was still resting on Grey’s bed. Turning back to Azarus, he intercepted my question before I could ask it. “Boy hasn’t woken up since ya passed out. That don’t matter right now though. We both got to get moving.”

I met Azarus’s eyes before exchanging a nod with him. Turning around, I strode back over to the table. Grabbing the energy potion, I popped the cork and down the whole thing at once. When I was done, I grimaced at the taste. Too goddamn sour. I didn’t get the chance to think about that much longer though, as suddenly it felt like a shot of lightning went down my spine. I straightened up, feeling much better than I had before. Any kind of exhaustion I’d felt before was now gone.

“You’re right,” I said to Azarus, setting down the empty bottle and picking up the Ward Breaker. I cradled it next to the…Bond Breaker, I’d call it. “I’m going to go get ready for everything. You should too.”

Azarus nodded at me solemnly. “Aye, I’m going to go get suited up for the fight. Once I’m done, I’m going to pack up a bit and then light some fires.” At my raised eyebrow, he smirked. “Gonna burn down the forest and this house with it. That should distract the guards enough to buy ya time in the manor.”

“Okay then,” I said. “Let’s do it.”

………………………………………

I left Grey and Walter in Azarus’s care and went up to my room to get ready. Once there, I took out the outfit I was going to use for my final infiltration into the manor. I would still be wearing the same white linen slave shirt and brown linen slave pants, but under that, I had a surprise.

Some light leather armor that I’d made with Bleddyn’s help.

It wasn’t enchanted considering the difficulty it had given us in making it, but it was made out of darkened and hardened leather. I say armor, but it was really just a vest to protect my vital organs. It wasn’t much to look at either, because neither Bleddyn nor I had much experience with shaping leather. But it should provide at least some manner of protection if things went wrong.

Once dressed, I strapped a dagger onto each of my thighs. The second was meant as a backup, as I didn’t have the training for dual-wielding. I also put the Ward Breaker and the Bond Breaker into a pouch that I secured at the small of my back. Couldn’t forget my climbing claws as well, if I wanted to take the same route to the manor as last time. Some potions went in there, as well.

Just in case.

When I was done, I looked around my room for what would be the last time. I’d never considered this house a home. Despite the safe harbor it provided, I had never forgotten that we were in enemy territory. I’d never forgotten that just beyond the forest, there was a town of people that didn’t consider me a person. Only property.

I wouldn’t miss anything here. The only thing I treasured here were the…bonds I’d made.

Heh.

Struck by sudden inspiration, I grabbed a piece of parchment and began to scribble something down on it. When I was done, I folded it up and stuck it in the pouch as well.

Opening the door, I cast one last glance behind me, before I shut the door forever.

………………………………………

When I reached the first floor, I looked around for Azarus. Before I could call out for him, I was interrupted.

“In here.” I heard from the kitchen. Entering it, I found Azarus different than I ever had before.

He looked like he was armed and armored for war.

He was wearing a combination of chain and light plate mail. His cuirass and greaves were chain, while his gauntlets, boots, and the helmet resting on the table were plate. He was also wearing a large leather belt on which a number of pouches and tools were attached. On the table next to the helmet, I could see a large one-handed Warhammer and an unadorned kite shield waiting for him. Everything seemed like it had been deliberately treated so that it wouldn’t shine, but it was still visibly steel. Good quality steel, at that.

I had no doubt he’d made all of it himself.

He’d rolled out the map Grey had made of the town on the free space of the table, and was studying it when I entered the kitchen. He spoke before I could say a word. “Got a little hand cart out behind the forge,” He grunted, distracted. “I’ll load up Grey and the boy with what I can onto it, and then make for Van’s. Before I leave, I’ll light some fires. That should catch some guard attention and distract ‘em good. Once I’m done with Van, I’ll head over to Gren’s. Luckily, I know he’s in town right now.” He finally looked at me with a grim expression on his face. “When you’re done…come find us at Gren’s. Hopefully, we’ll have done enough to save the slaves from what’s comin’.”

I nodded at Azarus, approaching the table. Looking down at the map, I let out a long sigh. “All right,” I said quietly. “Okay then.”

We were quiet for a moment. I don’t know what Azarus was doing, but I was mentally preparing myself. I needed to get myself into the headspace for what was coming.

“Ya should check your Status before ya go.” He spoke up unexpectedly. I looked at him with a raised eyebrow, causing him to shake his head. “Something like what ya just did for Grey? System keeps track of stuff like that. I wouldn’t be surprised if ya got something for it.”

Is that so…

I did as he asked, and pulled up my Status.

He was right.




	You have gained two levels!



	You are now level 21!



	You have twenty unspent Virtue points.



	Level 20 Class ability inherited.



	Would you like to review your Status?



	Y/N






That was all great, but it was the next few lines that had my eyebrows raising. Apparently, they were important enough to get their own, separate blue box.




	For your deeds, you have been granted the title Boundless Liberator.



	Boundless Liberator grants the General Skill Synergy.






First things first. I needed to see what ability I'd apparently gotten for getting to level twenty. I might get something that would help with what was coming. I mentally selected the yes button on the top blue box, sending me to another page.




	Level 20 Class ability (Thornblade Acoylyte)



	Sylvan Vigor (Skill): Gain a momentary surge of strength and speed while stamina remains.






Sylvan Vigor, huh. That sounded just like what I needed to finish off Magnus.

All right, time to see what ‘Synergy’ was. I mentally opened up my General Skills. There were a few surprises there, actually. For one, I had an extra skill that I don’t remember ever receiving a notification about.




	General Skills



	Observe Lvl. 5



	Meditation Lvl. 2



	Synergy (Unique)






Yeah, that was a little odd. For one, unlike my other General Skills, Synergy didn’t have a level to it. Whatever it was, it was as powerful as it was ever going to get. For two, when the hell did I get Meditation? I’d ask how I got it, but it was honestly pretty easy to guess. My little Aether meditation sessions must have given me the skill sometime, and I’d just never checked my General Skill tab before now. I mean, why would I? Before now, the only thing that had been on it was Observe.

Still, like always, the General Skill tab didn’t give any explanations about what the skills did. Didn’t have Grey right now either, to conveniently bombard with questions. I had no idea what Synergy was, and I didn’t have the time to puzzle it out. I mentally shook it off and opened my eyes, ending my concentration on my Status and dismissing it.

“You were right,” I said to Azarus, who’d been waiting patiently for me. I couldn’t have been under for more than a few minutes. “I got a title, which gave me a Unique skill.”

Azarus grunted, reaching for his shield. “Guessin’ ya don’t know what it does.” He said, strapping the shield to his back. He reached for his hammer next, slipping it onto a loop on his belt. “System tends to do that for Unique skills, from what I’ve heard. It’s not like I’ve got one of my own.”

“Yeah,” I said quietly, watching him. I guess this was it. Struck by a sudden urge, I caught Azarus’s attention. “Azarus.”

He looked over at me, to find that I’d outstretched my arm in his direction. Catching on, he reached over himself and grabbed my forearm in the dwarven equivalent of a handshake. He met my eyes. “Good luck, Nate. Don’t die out there, now. Got a whole world out there I want to show ya. Vereden is more than just misery and slavery.”

I snorted. Yeah, we’ll see. “Be careful out there, Azarus. Keep an eye on the others.”

Azarus let out a small, mirthless laugh. “I’ll do my best. Now get goin’. We got work to do.”

That we did.

With one final exchange of nods, I left the kitchen for the last time. Walking to the front door, I exited the house before turning around and looking back up at it. I guess Azarus was going to torch it soon. I felt bad for feeling like I wouldn’t miss it.

I shut the door behind me.

            

    
        Chapter 70 - Return

    
    
    
    
                I made quick time through the forest reaching the wall with Thorn Cloak active. Hell, it didn’t even take me long to get over the wall as well. I’d had plenty of practice by now. Before long, I’d reached the clearing behind the manor where so much had happened. It didn’t look like anyone had bothered to clear out the clearing after the ‘festivities’ though. Not only were the tents and benches still there, but the pavilion was as well. Trash was strewn all across it too, leaving the clearing difficult to maneuver or stealth through There was another problem, though.

The gate was still open, and I could see guards with their backs turned to me.

I didn’t know if my stealth ability was good enough to sneak by them across the clearing, especially with how cluttered it was. Luckily, I didn’t have to wonder about that for long.

From where I was lurking in the bushes at the edge of the clearing, I was able to hear one of the guards suddenly let out a shout. “What the hells is that!” I heard faintly.

Shortly after, I heard both of the guards leave their posts and start running away from the gate. Taking a guess, I turned to look behind me.

Yup, that looked like a fire.

The glow of flames were visible over the horizon from my position. I guess that Azarus had already lit his fires. Luckily, it seemed like his distraction was working in my favor already. I just needed to take advantage. I hurried my way over to the still-open gate and cautiously peeked my way around the edge to see if anyone was out there.

Nothing.

Well, well. Looked like I wasn’t going to need to go back over the wall after all. I could just make my way to the servant's entrance this way. Getting out of my hiding spot against the wall, I sprinted through the gate to the forest on the other side of the manor that edged the side path. I probably needn't have bothered though, because nobody was either behind the manor or on the other path. It was too late at night for most people to be out here other than guards, I suppose.

After a short period of sleuthing alongside the path, I reached the servant's entrance. Cautiously taking another look up and down the side path and seeing no one, I darted over to the door and tried the handle lightly. Locked, which didn’t surprise me. I still didn’t know any lockpicking, but that didn’t matter. I drew one of my daggers. I didn’t care if anyone found this door broken into. If everything went according to plan, this town would be knee-deep in too many monsters to care shortly.

I jammed the dagger into the gap between the door and frame and wrenched it open sharply. The lock shattered easily. Actually, very easy. I guess it was just flimsy or something. Slowly edging open the door, I entered the kitchen and shut the door behind me,

Only to find my first complication.

The kitchen was filled with slaves.

They weren’t working. All the fires and candles that could have lit the kitchen were doused. Instead, they were all grouped together on the far wall, with thin burlap blankets covering them. I think they were meant to be sleeping, but my forceful entry into the room had very obviously woken them all up.

I stared at them.

They stared at me, with wide, frightened eyes.

I…recognized many of these people from my last infiltration into the manor.

One of them seemed to recognize me as well, even in this low light. Slowly, one of the slaves stood up from their makeshift bed, drawing my gaze.

It was the head kitchen slave that had tried to be kind to me last time.

Hesitantly, he stepped forward. “You…aren’t you…?”

Making a snap decision, I re-sheathed my dagger in its hidden spot on my thigh and raised my hands non-threateningly. “I need to talk to you guys,” I said lowly. “I swear I mean you no harm, but I could use your help.”

The head slave furrowed his brow at me before taking another step forward. He was stopped, however, by one of the other slaves hissing at him. “Frederick! The masters will kill you if you help him!”

I spoke up before ‘Frederick’ could reply. “If all goes well, the ‘masters’ won’t be a problem much longer.”

That definitely got their attention. “What can you do about the masters?” Frederick said disbelievingly. “You’re just a slave.”

I shook my head deliberately, before slowly reaching for a knife on a nearby counter. My movement caused the slaves to tense, but I didn’t stop until it was in my hand. “I’m not really a slave,” I said, lying only slightly. Before anyone could answer, I activated my most important skill.

The Scintillating Blade.

The butter knife in my hand erupted into rainbow fire, clearly the result of a skill. Which meant I very obviously didn’t have a slave bond.

Fredericks's eyes widened before a slight smile stole across his weary face.

………………………………………

I spent a few minutes speaking with the slaves. Apparently, after all the commotion earlier in the day from the pseudo-tournament, the dwarven servants hadn’t let them leave. They weren’t given a reason for why. They’d just been tossed a few sacks to use as blankets and told to sleep in the kitchen.

What I needed out of them, however, were directions on how to find the dungeons. That was where I’d heard Magnus say to take Bleddyn. Luckily, they weren’t far, according to Frederick. On the other side of the manor, across from the door that led to the main hall from the kitchen, there was another door. This one apparently led down to where the dungeons lay under the manor. One of the slaves even confirmed the presence of someone down there. According to him, they’d seen a group of guards carrying a struggling man down the steps during their rounds.

I thanked them for the information, but that wasn’t all I did.

“On the far side of town,” I told the group of attentive slaves. “You’ll find a coach house where some…compatriots of mine are getting ready to evacuate the slaves. Don’t worry about the guards on the way there, they should all be distracted by a fire. When you get there, ask for Azarus or Gren, and tell them Nate sent you. They’ll know what to do.”

A few of them still looked doubtful, and asked about their collars. I just told them not to worry, and very obviously patted the pouch on the small of my back. That seemed to help.

You know, I was finding that playing the mysterious assassin kind of suited me.

Shortly thereafter, I sent them on their way, waving off their thanks. I shut the door with the broken latch behind me and turned around.

I knew where he was now.

It was time to find Bleddyn.

………………………………………

I gradually cracked open the door that led to the main hall. Peeking through, I checked to see if the coast was clear. The main hall seemed to be empty and dark, from what I could see. But the main doors seemed to be left open, for some reason. I thought I could hear low voices coming from it. I’d have to be careful.

Slowly opening the door the rest of the way, I crouched down to lower my profile. Creeping through the open door, I tried to stay as far away from the main doors as I could without edging onto the stairs. As I crept through the atrium of the manor, I kept an eye on the doors to my right and was able to see what was going on.

It looked like a group of dwarven servants and functionaries were standing off to the side of the doors and watching something, most likely the fire. Good for me, I guess. That meant they weren't paying attention to the foyer.

I successfully reached the other side of the hall without being spotted and found the door that Frederick had told me about. Edging this one open as well, I look through the crack. Nothing. The coast was clear. Swiftly slipping through it, I closed the door behind me as softly as I could and let out a quiet relieved sigh.

Turning around, I made my way down the short hallway on the other side. At the end, I found a set of spiral stone stairs that led downwards. I let out a silent hiss at the sight of them. Damn, rough stone like this, especially in such tight confines, echoed way more than the atrium had. I’d have to move even slower down them.

I got to work.

The stairs went down further than I thought, with no stops on the way. I must have been descending for nearly five minutes before I reached the bottom. The stairs opened up into what must be the dungeons. It wasn’t very large, only a short hallway with four large wooden doors on either side with a ninth at the end. The doors seemed to have a metal shutter at around head height for a dwarf, and another hatch near the floor. It was dark in here, with only a single torch burning off to my right, sending long shadows flickering down the hall.

Bleddyn must be in one of these.

Luck seemed to be on my side again because I didn’t see any guards down here. I relaxed slightly, before starting my search. Entering the hallway and grabbing the torch on my way in, I started opening the shutters and looking inside the cells. To a one, they were all bare inside. The only thing that was in them were a set of shackles attached to the walls. But I didn’t find Bleddyn in any of the cells on the right or left.

Which left only the cell at the end of the hall.

Please let him be in there…

Taking a breath, I made my way to the door and opened the shutter. I felt my heart stutter in my chest at what I saw.

Bleddyn was in there, all right. But he wasn’t in good shape.

In the dim light, I could see that he was strung up on the opposite wall, shackled at both his arms and feet. The chains holding him were bolted to the wall, like the other cells. I could see that he was covered in blood and cuts, from some kind of ordeal. He even seemed to be stripped to his waist, leaving my friend in only a pair of bloodstained pants.

For a moment, I couldn’t even tell if he was still alive. But gradually, I was able to make out the extremely slight rise and fall of his chest. I let out a sigh of relief, before fumbling with the bolt on the door to open the cell. Once inside, I was able to get a better look and grimaced at what I found. I tried not to look too closely at the…instruments that were lying discarded along the right wall of the cell. Instead, I hurried to Bleddyn’s side while reaching for the pouch on the small of my back. Laying it down next to me, I hesitated before laying a hand on his blood slick shoulder, trying to ignore what was now coating it.

“Bleddyn,” I said softly, shaking his shoulder slightly. He didn’t respond, so I spoke up again and shook him slightly harder. “Bleddyn. Bleddyn! I need you awake, man. Please wake up.”

Slowly, Bleddyn began to stir. After a moment, he raised his head slightly, letting me see his face. I barely withheld a gasp at what I saw.

His right eye was gone.

In its place was a ruined crater. Whoever had done this to him, most likely Magnus, hadn’t bothered to be clean or precise in their torture. Instead, the entire right side of his face was a mass of tears, rips, and cuts that looked like they had been made by a dull blade. I nearly vomited at the sight, but held it in at the last moment.

“W-who…?” I heard Bleddyn say, weaker than I’d ever heard him.

I focused. Bleddyn needed help right now, not gawking at his suffering. “Hey, man. It’s Nate. I came for you…” I said, trailing off and reaching for the pack. I fumbled through it and pulled out one of the healing potions.

While I was doing that, I saw Bleddyn furrow his ruined brow. “Nate…? W-what are you doing here…” He said, slurring his words. “Yer not supposed to be here…”

I held up the healing potion to his lips, ignoring his words. “Here, Bleddyn. Drink.” I said, tilting the potion up and letting it enter his mouth. At first, Bleddyn nearly choked on the potion, before greedily drinking it down. He must have recognized the taste.

The results were immediate.

Many of the cuts that lay on his body began to close up, even many of the ones that lay on his face. More importantly, it seemed like he became much more aware, as his gaze sharpened.

Bleddyn shook his head like a dog, as if to clear it out. “Fuck.” He breathed out. “Nate, what the bleedin’ hells are ye doing here?”

I let out a short, quiet laugh. “Getting you out of here, moron,” I said, relieved that he seemed to be doing better. I directed my attention to the shackles holding him to the walls. They looked strong. Stronger than the lock had been earlier, at least. Well, I had a solution to that. Drawing my dagger, I called on my skill once again.

The Scintillant Blade.

I confidently swiped my glowing blade at the chain holding him to the wall.

Only for my blade to clang off of the steel chains with no effect at all.

I gaped at the chains in astonishment. It hadn’t worked?

Bleddyn eyed my glowing dagger doubtfully with his remaining eye. “Was that supposed ta do somethin’?”

“I…” I trailed off. Now that I thought about it, I’d never tried The Scintillant Blade on anything that wasn’t flesh. It had cut through some clothes, but that might just be because it was applied to a dagger.

Shit.

The skill was meant for bypassing defenses, I guess. It wasn’t for cutting in general. I should’ve known. The description said ‘Strike the root’ after all. Not, ‘Cut through anything’.

Now what was I going to do?

            

    
        Chapter 71 - Shatter

    
    
    
    
                I nearly fell into a panic at the unexpected setback, before I remembered what else I’d brought with me. Shit, it was a long shot, but it was at least an idea.

“Bleddyn, quick,” I whispered to him urgently. “How strong are you?”

“The hell do you mean, how strong am I?” He said back to me, uncaring about his volume. “Ain’t very strong right now.”

I gave up on being quiet. “I mean, how strong are you under your brand? How high a level are you?”

Bleddyn gave me a strange look. “I can hold my own, I suppose. I’m past my first threshold, if that’s what yer askin'.”

I felt a manic smile begin to crawl its way across my face. “Could you break these chains if you had your Status again?”

He tilted his head up to look at the chains holding him to the wall. “Eh, probably?” He said uncertainly before firming. “Nah, I could. At the very least, I could pull ‘em out of the wall. But…” He stopped before whipping his head around to look at me with an astonished look on his face. Astonishment, and hope. “Ye can’t of…”

At this point, I was baring my teeth my smile was so wide. “I did, and I’m going to,” I said. “I made something new tonight. Everything is happening tonight. We’re all getting out of here. I’m going to rescue you, then I’m going to break the Ward Stone to initiate a Ward Break,” At that, Bleddyn’s sole remaining eye nearly popped out of its socket, but I continued anyway. “And then I’m going to kill Magnus. Are you with me?”

Bleddyn continued to stare at me in amazement before a chuckle slipped out of him. That chuckle swiftly turned into a full on, body-shaking belly laugh that I heard echo out of the room and down the hallway. “Am I with ye, ye ask.” He said in between chuckles, before giving me a vicious smile. “Of course I’m bloody with ye, ye daft fool. What do ye need from me?”

I met his smile with one of my own. “I just need to see your brand,” I told him, taking the Bond breaker out of my pack. Bleddyn’s eyes locked onto it when it came into view and drank in the sight of it hungrily. I moved over to his left side, and with his help, pushed his back off the wall enough so I could touch his brand with the Breaker. I didn’t think I’d need The Scintillating Blade to pierce his skin, unlike Grey.

I spoke up from behind him. “Are you ready?”

Bleddyn chuckled. “More than.”

I pressed the Breaker into the skin of his brand, causing Bleddyn to let out a slight hiss. At the same time, I pressed down on the activation switch.

Just like it had with Grey, the brand on Bleddyn’s back began to heat up. Just like with him, it looked like it was melting. I wasn’t expecting a scene as dramatic as Grey’s had been, as there was no way Bleddyn was as high-level as he was.

But something else began to happen that was out of the ordinary.

As the brand melted away, leaving only a large blank scar, the rest of Bleddyn’s wounds began to close rapidly. The healing potion I’d given him had only done so much, leaving a number of wounds still on his body. But no longer. Under my astonished gaze, I watched as Bleddyn returned to the picture of perfect health, healing everything.

Including his lost eye.

When Bleddyn stood up and turned to look at me with a wolfish smile, I saw that not only was his eye back, but he didn’t even have any scars to show it had ever been gone. “Stand back, Nate,” He told me, joy thick in his voice.

I did as he said, waiting to see what he would do. Suddenly, Bleddyn lunged forward with incredible force, causing the chains that were binding him to the wall to stretch taught with a sharp snap. He didn’t stop though, he merely leaned forward and strained harder with his entire body. The chains began to creak and groan from the force being inflicted on them. Even the stone that they were anchored to began to crumble behind Bleddyn. With a shout of effort, Bleddyn succeeded in wrenching free first the anchors for the chains attached to his arms, and then his legs.

For a moment, Bleddyn hunched over breathing heavily from his exertions, before suddenly turning to me. Shortly, I found myself wrapped in a big, sweaty, bloody hug. I returned it gladly, happy that at least one thing was going right. I’d managed to, at least part way, rescue my friend.

In more than one way.

“I can’t tell ye,” Bleddyn choked out, voice thick. “How good it feels ta have my strength back. Thank ye, Nate. Thank ye. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay ye fer this.”

“You don’t have to,” I said over his shoulder. “Man, you don’t have to…”

………………………………………

It took us a few minutes to regain our composure, but when we did it was time to get down to business.

“What’s next?” Bleddyn asked me with an eager expression on his face. “Is it time ta take out Magnus?”

I shook my head regretfully. “No, not yet. First, we have to deal with our collars. I know where the Control Slate is stored, though. It’s kept in the Seneschals office. But, uh, we’ll need to stealth our way up there, and…” I gestured to the loosely hanging chains on Bleddyn’s extremities. Long dangling chains weren’t exactly conducive to stealth.

Bleddyn looked down at the chains I was gesturing to with a confused expression initially, before realization stole across his face. “Oh, those?” He said with a smirk after looking back up at me. “Let me take care of those.” Concentrating briefly, Bleddyn very obviously started calling on a skill. I was a little surprised at what happened, though.

Over his open palm, a long bolt of bright yellow lightning sprang into being. The caught lightning crackled and squirmed in his grip, emitting an almost chirping noise that echoed in the cell. The both of us were cast in a bright, nearly fluorescent light, far outshadowing the dim torch I’d brought with me.

Bleddyn gripped it much like how someone would grip a sword. With his ‘sword’ in one hand, he surprisingly went right after the manacles on his wrists and ankles, instead of the chains themselves. The leashed lightning of his skill cut through the steel of the manacles easily, leaving them lying on the floor when he was done with molten red cut marks on them.

When he was finished, he looked up and saw my raised eyebrow at his actions. Bleddyn shrugged. “My own skill ain’t gonna hurt me. Now that that’s dealt with, let's go find that office.”

I shrugged myself before nodding. “All right. I know where it is, though, so follow me.”

With that, we left the cell and the dungeon block altogether. Remembering the stone staircase and its poor acoustics, I told Bleddyn to follow my lead. Slowly, we crept back up it and found ourselves back at the door to the main hall. Cracking it open, I saw that it was still open, though something else was odd about it.

There was a small amount of smoke drifting in from the still-open main doors.

Furrowing my brow, I cautiously exited the doorway and into the atrium. Once I was far enough inside to see what was going on outside, I looked out the door. When I did so, I was surprised but pleased. Yeah, that was going to keep the town busy all right.

The fire that Azarus started had spread to the town proper.

In the distance, I could see teams of dwarves futilely trying to put the roaring flames out with a bucket team. But it wasn’t working. The fire just kept flaring back to life no matter how many buckets of water, or even the occasional water skill that I saw, that was thrown on it. The dwarven servants and functionaries that I had seen earlier were gone from the front doors, maybe to help fight the fire.

While it was good sign for my chances inside, the sight of the fire added urgency to my mission. It didn’t look like the town was going to be able to stem the advance of the fire, and it was only a matter of time before the manor was a target for it.

I needed to hurry.

Exchanging a look with Bleddyn, we sped up. We needed to trade some stealth with speed.

It didn’t take us long to reach the second-floor hallway where Orinbar’s office was. Luckily, we didn’t run into anyone during our reckless trek there. Shortly, we found ourselves before the large and gaudy door that I knew the Seneschal hated.

“I don’t know how strong Orinbar is if he’s inside,” I whispered to Bleddyn, leaning in closer. “You keep him busy, and I’ll try to get him with my skill.” I’d long ago resigned myself to having to possibly kill Orinbar if he tried to keep me from destroying the control slate. I tried to ignore the voice inside that was telling me that he was Van’s uncle.

Bleddyn nodded at me seriously to show he understood.

“On three then,” I said lowly. I drew one of my daggers and then held up three fingers with my free hand. I started to count them down. When I hit one, Bleddyn and I burst into the room at once, prepared for a fight. Despite myself, I hoped Orinbar wasn’t inside.

He was, though. Just not in the way I’d thought he would be.

Orinbar was dead.

His ruined corpse had been thrown carelessly along the left wall of his office. The light was dim in the room, so I couldn’t tell how he’d died exactly. But what I could see didn’t paint a pretty picture. He looked like he’d been tortured, not unlike Bleddyn. Orinbar looked worse though, to the point that I didn’t want to look at him for very long. God, it was like he’d been mauled by an animal.

But he wasn’t alone inside the office. A familiar dwarven figure had been hunched over the desk with his back to us when Bleddyn and I had burst in. He’d whipped around to stare at us in shock at our explosive entrance, letting me see his face.

It was Mr. ‘Piggy’, as I mentally referred to him. Or rather, Giancarlo Pignolo. The head dwarven servant of the manor.

Initially, he started to sputter uselessly, as if he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t have. But when saw who had entered the office so violently, he instead grew furious. “Slaves!” He hissed at us, nearly apoplectic. “How dare you! How dare you! Your lives are forfeit for this indignity!”

I took in the scene, shocked, before directing a baffled stare at Mr. Piggy. “Did… did you do this?” I asked in disbelief, gesturing to Orinbar’s corpse.

If anything, my question only made him angrier. “Not that it’s any of your business, dead one, but no,” He said, slowly reaching behind his back for something. “I’m merely cleaning up after my lord. But none of that matters to you, considering you’re about to DIE!” He roared, whipping something in front of him to point at us.

It was the control slate.

I felt time slow at the rush of adrenaline I felt at the sight of it. With that, he could instantly kill the two of us with a press of a button. I mentally fumbled for a skill, any skill that would help me stop him in time, slowly breaking out into a dash.

I needn’t have bothered though.

In a leap so fast I only saw a blur, Bleddyn exploded past me, lunging at Pignolo. Mr. Piggy didn’t even have the chance to react before Bleddyn tackled over the top of Orinbar’s desk. Both of them landed behind the desk, obscuring my view. Seconds afterward, I heard a scream from the dwarven servant choke off into a wet gurgle. At the same time, I saw a spray of blood leap from behind the desk to paint the far wall crimson.

I’d frozen at the sudden and intense action, but the scream and the blood knocked me out of it. “Bleddyn?” I called out over the desk tentatively without moving from my position. “Are you…okay?”

Bleddyn rose up from behind the desk, not facing me. I saw him breathe deeply before letting that same breath out slowly before he turned around. When he did so, I swear I thought I saw something off about his eyes for a moment. But when I looked again, they were just the same old normal blue.

“Yeah,” He said to me, unconcerned by the fresh coating of blood that now painted the front of his body. “I’m good.”

I approached the desk and stepped around it. On the floor behind the desk, Mr. Piggy lay dead, with a horrified surprise on his features, as if in his final moments he couldn’t believe what had happened to him.

His throat had been torn out. To my eyes, it looked like something with long claws had reached in and ripped out everything below the chin, leaving his head hanging onto his corpse by a thin sinew. I cast a side eye at Bleddyn, noticing that he had a large amount of viscera coating his right hand. He ‘surreptitiously’ moved the hand behind his back.

I shook my head. Whatever, I don’t care how he’d killed the servant. Either way, it couldn’t have happened to a nicer person.

Fare thee well, Mr. Piggy. At least you couldn’t abuse slaves anymore.

I put him out of my mind and started looking around for what we came here for. I found it underneath the dwarven corpse at my feet. Leveraging it up, I grabbed the control slate out from beneath him.

I tried to ignore the copious amount of blood coating the slate now, and set it on the desk behind me. Both Bleddyn and I just stood there looking at the slate for a moment in silence. This was the real instrument of our slavery. Sure, the bond may steal the strength from slaves, but it was this thing that kept them in line. It was this device that cowed slaves into obedience and kept most from even considering the idea of rebellion, much less escape.

Bleddyn spit on it without a word. I didn’t blame him.

Silently, I reached behind my back and withdrew the Ward Breaker from my pack. It may have looked similar to the Bond Breaker, but I could recognize the different enchantment by sensation alone. It just felt more powerful.

I raised the Ward Breaker above the slate below. I felt Bleddyn lay a hand on my shoulder in support, but I didn’t turn to face him. I only had eyes for the slate.

With both hands and all my strength, I drove the Breaker down on the slate lying on the table. The sharpened tongs of the breaker easily punctured the solid stone. At the same time, I pressed the activation switch.

The reaction was immediate.

The entire sheet of blackened stone began to heat up and glow red from the raw Aether that had been injected into it. Swiftly, both Bleddyn and I backed up from the slate as it began to sear the wood that lay beneath it, sending a curl of smoke into the air. Luckily, I remembered to remove the Breaker from the slate, as I didn’t want it to get damaged. We watched in silence as the heat built up in the device before it reached a tipping point.

The control slate exploded into a cloud of dust and pebbles that ricocheted around the office. At the same time, something else happened that nearly caused me to start weeping.

The collar around my neck that I had lived with for months. The collar that I had spent hours during late nights trying to ignore the presence of…

Opened with a click of stone on stone.

            

    
        Chapter 72 - Blood Price

    
    
    
    
                With a trembling hand, I reached up to touch my collar. I found that it was only loosely hanging onto my neck. Gripping it, I slowly took the collar off of my neck to cradle it in my palms. Gazing down at it, I found I had to suppress involuntary tears. God..

We’d done it.

Right now, every slave in Addersfield had no doubt just noticed that their collar had come loose. I had no doubt that many were celebrating, even a little, in the midst of this chaos.

Speaking of celebration.

Violently, Bleddyn reached up and yanked off his own collar and flung it as hard as he could away from him with a howl of victory. It spun end over end before embedding itself in the wooden wall of the now dead Orinbar’s office.

Bleddyn turned to look at me with bright, fervent eyes. “Freedom!” He nearly hissed at me. He was trembling from pent-up emotion.

“Y-yeah…” I said breathlessly, just letting myself revel in the feeling for a moment. I shook it off, though. I took a deep breath. “We’re not done though,” I said to Bleddyn. “We still have something to do before we get the hell out of here.”

Bleddyn smiled viscously at me. “Magnus.”

I nodded at him in anticipation. “And the wards. This town…these people…they’re going to get what’s coming to them.”

………………………………………

This time while we were racing through the manor, we didn’t bother being quiet. With our collars gone, I don’t think either of us were very scared of the manor inhabitants any longer. As far as I knew, the only person that could even threaten someone as strong as Bleddyn was Stonebreaker. And hell, the two of us might even be able to take him. Scintillant Blade might not be able to break chains, but it could still break defenses.

I, uh, retained enough presence of mind to realize that was a bit reckless. But the high from breaking the tablet was too strong. I felt like I could fly from the adrenaline pumping through my veins and lighting up my brain. Even though I wasn’t exerting myself as Bleddyn and I dashed through the halls to the third floor, I could feel my heart pounding a mile a minute.

We weren’t quiet as we dashed down the third-floor corridor. It hadn’t changed since my last infiltration. There were still only two huge doors. The one on the right was Magnus’s, while the one on the left led to the Ward Stone. For a moment, I was sorely tempted to deal with Magnus first, but as much as I wanted him dead, he wasn’t as important. Yet.

“Left door,” I breathed to Bleddyn as we flew down the hall. He sped up, throwing a grin as he passed me. I watched as he reached the door, and without stopping lowered his shoulder and blew it in with a tackle. The doors nearly exploded in a massive crash. Wood shards flew everywhere.

Well.

If there was anyone left in the mansion, they sure as hell knew where we were now.

As I reached the door, I didn’t slow down as I reached behind my back and drew the Ward Breaker. I charged through the ruined door with the oversized fork held in a stabbing position in my right hand, passing Bleddyn who had stepped off to the side. He had an eager grin on his face.

No pussyfooting around with this.

With the Ward Stone in sight, I lunged at it. I stabbed down at the brilliant shining gemstone floating above a plinth. With a shriek of metal on the stone, the Breaker slid into the stone, stopping its spinning in place. At the same time, I pressed down on the activation rune.

The stone exploded instantaneously.

I’d been warned that this would happen, so I’d already thrown up an arm to protect my face. Good thing too, as I felt stone shards lodge themselves in my forearm. I hissed at the pain, but I disregarded it a moment later and lowered my arm. I’d felt something in the air.

I don’t know what I was expecting when the wards didn’t just fall, but overloaded. But it wasn’t this. I could see a pulse expanding out through the air originating from the position that the stone had been spinning at. Somehow, I could also feel something shattering, just out of phase with the material world.

It was a damn odd feeling. But I reveled in it.

Bleddyn must have felt it too, from the wild grin on his face. I smirked back at him, satisfied. It looked like my weeks of work had paid off. But we still were done.

Speaking of, I heard a crashing noise from the room behind me. Magnus’s room. I felt my eyebrows shoot up in surprise. He was still in there? Even with the fire devastating his town? I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was. But of course, Magnus wouldn’t lift a finger to actually help anyone else. He’d probably been sitting on his balcony sipping wine or something, enjoying the warmth of the fire.

But he was going to regret that soon. He’d just told me where he was.

Still, I’d had an idea while we were sprinting up here. I motioned Bleddyn closer, causing him to approach me eagerly, eyes hungrily watching Magnus’s door behind me. I was going to have to let him down, unfortunately. I reached behind me and exchanged the Ward Breaker with the Bond Breaker. Taking Bleddyn’s hand, I put it in it.

“Sorry man,” I said to Bleddyn, actually a little apologetic. I spoke quickly though, aware we likely only had seconds. “I think you should get out of here.” Bleddyn looked at me quizzically, but I spoke before he could. “Collars are gone, but the rest of the slaves are still bound. Take that, puncture the skin with it, and press the rune. They’ll have their Statuses again.” I smirked at him. “I’ll deal with Magnus.”

Bleddyn’s face fell at my words, and indecision warred on his rugged face for a moment. Eventually, he nodded at me in defeat. He laid a hand on my shoulder. “Tell me how it happens later.”

I expected him to exit out the way we both came in, but that wasn’t what he did. Instead, Bleddyn turned around and broke out into a sprint directly at the large, shadowed window on the far wall. My eyes nearly bugged out of their sockets at what he did next.

Bleddyn bodily jumped straight through the window with an enormous crash and fell out of sight, plummeting to the ground. I lurched, nearly running to check on him before I stopped myself. He…probably knew what he was doing anyway. Yeah. Anyway, I didn’t have time for that anyway, judging by the stomping noises I could hear from across the hall. I could feel my blood pressure spike.

Magnus.

I needed to get into position.

Swiftly, I backed up and flattened myself against the wall next to the door. For good measure, I also activated Thorn Cloak. It might have been meant for stealth in a forest, but it couldn’t hurt.

I also drew my main dagger and held it in an underhand grip.

Seconds later, I heard the door across the hall crash open. Magnus came sprinting through the door wearing only a pair of pants, uncaring about the shattered remains of the wooden door underneath his bare feet. He stopped to gape for a moment at the empty plinth.

“What the hells happened?!” I heard Magnus say before he spotted the shattered window. He raced over to stand in front of it and leaned over the windowsill to look out of it. He hadn’t seen me at all.

Now.

For the first time, I activated my new skill.

Sylvan Vigor.

I felt a wild grin spread across my face at the surge of incredible strength that I felt flow through me. You know, now that I think about it, Bleddyn had given me an idea. I needed to hurry though, as I could tell that this was going to be temporary. I braced a foot on the wall behind me and launched myself at Magnus’s back. As I flew across the room, I readied my blade and my most important skill.

The Scintillant Blade.

Magnus must have seen or felt something, because he tried to turn around in the milliseconds before I impacted him. It was too late though.

I tackled him out of the window, and at the same time, I felt my blade slide into place. As we sailed out of the window, it felt as if time slowed to a crawl. I could see for miles around us. Over the top of the burning trees, I could just barely make out of the epicenter of the fire that Azarus had set. In the center of the clearing where Azarus’s house had rested, the blaze seemed to be burning hottest. Even now, all that was left of the house I’d spent months living in were fractured timbers and shattered bricks.

The fire had engulfed nearly the entirety of the town at this point. There were still scattered attempts by the guards to extinguish the flames, but for the most part, it seemed like they had given up. Most of the population of the town seemed to have fled to the large fields on the outskirts of the town proper instead, where most of the residential areas lay. It didn’t seem peaceful in that area though, as even from this distance I could see fights breaking out among the dwarves.

In town, Van’s shop was nothing but cinders by now. So was the coach-house that Gren owned. Instead, it seemed as if there was a long line of wagons forming just outside of the wide-open front gates. There was fighting happening there as well, but it seemed to be a small group against several squads of guards. I couldn’t make out any more than that.

But what was happening in the forests surrounding Addersfield were the most important of all. Shadows were gathering all along the tree line, as if something was only waiting for a signal to strike.

Time sped up.

Magnus and I plummeted through the air, with me riding his back to break my fall. In seconds, we slammed into the ground at the foot of the manor, causing my vision to white out momentarily. When I came to, I was still clutching my burning dagger, embedded into Magnus, and slumped over on his bloodied back. I fought my way through my disorientation. I needed to see where I had gotten him. Looking down, I felt an unhinged smile crawl across my face.

My dagger had punctured straight through his left side at an upward angle, no doubt bursting a lung and hopefully his heart.

A killing strike.

My practice with Azarus had paid off.

He wasn’t dead yet though. I could hear Magnus gurgling in his own blood beneath me, face down in the dirt.

Good.

I wasn’t done with him yet.

I leaned down until my mouth was level with his left ear. “Cease your caterwauling, blood bag,” I hissed to him, in his dying moments. “Be grateful you only get this much.” Wrenching him onto his back using the dagger as a pivot point, I leaned over Magnus, letting the light of the fire illuminate my face.

I saw realization steal across his face, pale from rapid blood loss. Slowly, a noise began to escape him. Though it was mangled by the sound of him drowning in his own blood, I could still recognize it.

Laughter.

I stayed there, leaning over Magnus, as he laughed himself to death. I never let go of the dagger. Eventually, the light left his eyes.

I wasn’t prepared for what happened next.

Deep inside myself, I could feel something happening. Against my will, I felt something intrinsic to my very soul begin to resonate. Through the resulting panic, I was actually able to place the feeling.

It was my racials. They were reacting to something.

First, I felt The Scintillant Blade intensify in strength, causing the blade in my hand to flare brighter. It grew so bright that I could see the outline of my dagger inside Magnus’s still, dead chest. Next, I felt Dream of the Infinite activate. I had no idea it even had an active portion. The world grew hazy, and I began to physically see a pulse all around me. I recognized it as the pulse of Aether that I felt during a meld, only actually visible to me this time. Finally, I felt Hidden Amidst the Spheres come alive.

Only, this time it was different.

It wasn’t activating like it normally would, when I pulled up my Status. The well of strength that was intrinsic to the skill was building up, in a way that I had nearly forgotten it could do. But it didn’t stop and fizzle out like it had when I had first discovered it could do this. No, this time, it continued, and began to do something else.

It started to draw in the surrounding Aether.

Slowly, I could see the Aether around me bend to layer over my form. I tried to yank my dagger free of Magnus, somehow aware that it was the initiator of this event, but I couldn’t. More and more, Aether spilled from the environment to accumulate on me. At an unseen signal, all of the gathered Aether surged to the point of contact of my blade with Magnus’s corpse.

I felt it, when something shot up from that point, and infiltrated my Status.

            

    
        Chapter 73 - Escape

    
    
    
    
                I felt myself break out into a full-body shiver at the feeling of something infiltrating my Status. The sensation of something slithering its way into your very soul felt…wrong, somehow. That was beyond the fact that I could even feel my soul at all, in this instance. Confused and disturbed, I took the chance to call up my Status, to see if it could tell me what had just happened. I didn’t care that I was still kneeling over the dead master of the manor. This shouldn’t take long.

Hopefully.

Hidden Amidst the Spheres.

Sure enough, I had notifications. More than I expected.




	You have gained 3 levels!



	You are now level 24.



	You have 30 unspent Virtue Points.



	You have acquired the Class Skill Poisonfang Fist.






What?

What?!

How had I gotten three levels? I hadn’t killed any monsters or even made anything since the Breakers! Even beyond that, I’d apparently gotten a new Class Skill?! But I’d just gotten a new skill...

Confused, I held up my left hand and tried to call up my new ability.

Poisonfang Fist.

For a moment, nothing happened, which was incredibly odd. Deep inside my Status, it almost felt as if the Skill was fighting me, as if it didn’t want to be used. Eventually, though, my invocation succeeded, but not without an almost sense of reluctance.

My left hand erupted into a roiling miasma of green and black smoke.

I stared at my hand in abject horror.

I recognized this skill.

This was what Magnus had used to kill the bear-rabbit during my first of his ‘hunts’.

How…how did I have this skill…

Slowly, my gaze turned away from my hand and back to Magnus. Did I…did I take this from him? Was that what had happened, the moment he had died with my racials?

Did I steal a skill from Magnus at the moment of his death?

“Well, damn,” I heard from behind me. The voice shocked me out of my stupor, especially because I recognized it. Hurriedly, I canceled the skill, causing the eerie smoke to dissipate from around my fist. God, I hoped my body had blocked the view of the skill. With a mounting sense of panic, I stood up and turned around to face the speaker.

It was Stonebreaker, as I thought.

He was standing about ten feet away from me, but I knew that was no protection from him. He could move faster than I could react. His armor was immaculate and shining in the dancing light from the fires across the fence. It didn’t look like he had been fighting yet.

He was watching me with a curious tilt to his helmeted head, arms folded.

I didn’t need to say anything. He just continued talking on his own.

“So, you killed the boy,” He said, sounding mildly interested. It didn’t sound like he cared at all about the fact I’d just killed his charge. “I notice you don’t have a collar, either. Did you kill Orinbar too, in order to get that off?”

He sounded much less pleased at that possibility.

“He…he was already dead when w-I found him,” I said with a dry mouth. My heart was pounding in my ears. I knew this dwarf could kill me as easily as he breathed. I didn’t know if I could get away from Stonebreaker. I’d had a smidgeon of confidence Bleddyn and I might be able to take him earlier, but I had none about my chances solo. “A servant let slip that Magnus killed him earlier.”

Stonebreaker snorted, relaxing. “Did he now. The little shit…,” He muttered to himself. With a shrug, he lowered his arms and turned to leave, visibly dismissing me. He started to walk away.

I couldn’t stop myself from speaking up. “That’s it?” I said to him incredulously. Stonebreaker stopped but didn’t turn to face me. “I kill your charge, and you just walk away?”

“Do you want me to kill you, boy?” He replied, audibly bored.

“N-no! No…I just…you’re just going to let me go?” I asked, confused.

Stonebreaker turned his helmeted head slightly to look in my direction. “The boy didn’t matter all that much. This was his last chance with the Prince before he was cut off, anyway. I’m sure,” He said, amused for some reason. “That Anguis won’t care about the loss of one out-of-control heir. Magnus was replaceable. Orinbar wasn’t.”

I didn’t know what to say to him at that. Stonebreaker didn’t seem like he cared either way though, because he resumed walking away.

I stood there, watching his plate clad back as he walked away, feeling like I’d just dodged a bullet.

………………………………………

I snapped out of it not long after. I didn’t have time to stand around gaping at nothing.

It was time to leave Addersfield behind forever. Preferably before the town was overrun with monsters.

First, though, I’d have to reach Azarus and Bleddyn. During the fall out of the window, I thought I’d seen them fighting at the gates. I needed to hurry.

I sprinted around the edge of the manor and towards the front of it, leaving Magnus’s corpse to rot in the grass. Fare thee not-well, bastard.

Once I’d reached the gate, I found that the fire had reached the manor. The blaze in town had grown so strong that the winds had pushed it onto the façade. As I passed through the wrought-iron gates, I saw that the front of the manor was beginning to go up in flames.

I staggered once I sprinted into the town proper, overcome by the intensity of the flames and smoke around me. The main thoroughfare was wide enough that I didn’t feel in danger, but the heat. It was nothing like I’d ever felt before in my life. I raised my tunic to cover my mouth as best as I could to block out the smoke and tried to hurry to the gate, surrounded on either side by roaring flames.

I had no idea how long it took me to make my way through town. I didn’t see any of the dwarves that had been fighting the fire along the way. I think they’d given up completely, and I didn’t blame them. There was no stopping this fire.

That wouldn’t save them, though. These bloodthirsty bastards had a supposed horde of monsters to look forward to soon. At that mental reminder, I tried to hurry up.

Eventually, I reached the entrance to the front gate square.

It was wrecked.

Even beyond the fire, the square very much looked like it had been through a battle. The buildings that weren’t already burnt were shattered from what looked to be strong impacts. There were very obviously dead bodies strewn all about, as well. Mostly, they seemed to be members of the Addersfield guard that I’d seen Azarus and Bleddyn fighting earlier. But I saw plenty of dead slaves, as well. Many of them were even holding weapons, clutched tightly in their dead fingers.

I guess some of the slaves had decided to fight back, once their collars had fallen off.

The fight was almost over, from what I could see.

Bleddyn wasn’t in the square anymore. There was only one person fighting the remaining guards.

For the first time, I got to see Azarus fight seriously.

It wasn’t what I was expecting.

From the gear that I’d seen on him earlier, I’d expected him to fight like an armored knight. You know, take a hit on his shield and then retaliate with his Warhammer. That wasn’t what he was doing.

Instead, he fought with chains.

Extending out from his arms, it looked like he had long metal chains that sprouted from his elbows and wrapped around both of his forearms in a spiral. Both his hammer and his shield were attached to these chains.

He was controlling them.

Telekinetically.

The shield hovered near his left arm, either being used to block attacks from the guards with no issue or be thrown out like a large, flat maul to be used as a weapon. I even saw Azarus reel the shield in once, grip the handles, and use it to slam a guard away from him before sending it out to attack another.

The real star was the Warhammer, though. It too was attached to a length of chain by a loop on its handle. Azarus was throwing it around in large, sweeping motions to attack the guards from well beyond their range. Very rarely did any of the guards ever get close to him before they were smacked away.

With a shout, I watched as Azarus flung his hammer and chain directly at one of the last remaining guards. It impacted his face with an audible crunch on his unarmored face. The blow knocked the dwarf off of his feet, where he didn’t get back up. I winced, but that left only one guard left.

I guess I shouldn’t just stand around gaping at the fight. I could help.

I drew my dagger.

The Scintillant Blade. Sylvan Vigor.

I broke out into a sprint at the unsuspecting guard's back. In front, I saw Azarus notice me, causing his face to break out into a relieved smile. I stayed focused on the guard, though. Silently, I leaped forward as hard as I could, reading my blade. I didn’t want to risk whatever had happened with Magnus happening again, so no leaving my blade in this guard. I had something else in mind.

My blade sliced through the unsuspecting guard's neck in one clean motion, causing his head to fly off behind him. A full decapitation.

Landing on my feet in a skid, I slid forward from my leap several feet. I must have hit a rock, though, because my slide turned into a tumble at the last second. I found myself gazing up at the night sky, lit by a moon tinged red from the roaring flames around me.

I blinked.

Seconds later, Azarus appeared above me, his armor stained by blood and soot. “Are ya alright!” He shouted down at me over the roaring of the flames, grabbing my right arm and hauling me to my feet.

I staggered, but answered anyway. “Y-” I tried to say, only to end up coughing from the smoke inhalation. “Yeah, I’m fine! Did everything go all right!?” I said, struggling to make myself heard over the fire.

Azarus nodded. “Everything’s ready! Gren’s onboard! Bleddyn’s helping with slaves!” I saw Azarus pause for a moment before leaning in. “Did ya…get it all done?” He said in a normal volume.

“Yeah,” I replied. I knew what he was asking. I met his eyes and nodded. “Everything.”

Azarus let out a short sigh, inaudible even from this close. “All right,” He said, stepping away. “We need ta get goin’ then! We gotta leave if we’re gonna beat the monsters! The Breakage Effect must be buildin’ up! Let’s go!”

I exchanged a nod with him. We both broke out into sprints in the direction of the gates. Just beyond them, I saw a line of wagons being loaded up with supplies and slaves. Gren was there, and I exchanged a nod with him but didn’t interrupt. He was obviously busy directing several other dwarves and slaves with the caravan. I guess those were his employees.

I suppose I didn’t begrudge him getting them out as well.

More importantly, I saw Bleddyn moving among the slaves. As I watched, I saw him use the Bond Breaker on one of the other slaves. He was immediately wrapped in a hug by the openly weeping man. He said something to the now former slave and moved on to another.

I hurried to catch up with him. “Bleddyn!” I called. The noise of the burning town was lessened outside the gates, so he heard me and turned around. His face lit up and he rushed over to me as well. We met in between two of the wagons. He grabbed my right forearm in a tight squeeze when we did. “Did ye do it?” He asked me breathlessly.

I nodded at him. I understood. “Yeah. Right up and through the left lung.” I said, letting go of his arm and patting him on the left side of his abdomen. “He’s gone.”

Bleddyn took a deep breath, uncaring of the smoke in the air, and held it for a moment. He let it out in an explosive sigh. “Less than the bastard deserves, but that ain’t what matters. What matters is that he’s gone.”

I let out a sigh of my own and nodded. That was what mattered.

But not right now. Right now, we needed to go.

I said as much to Bleddyn, causing him to nod at me. Before we could say anything else, Azarus caught up with the two of us. I turned around, surprised. I hadn’t even noticed that he hadn’t followed me.

Azarus and Bleddyn exchanged short nods before Azarus spoke to me. “Gren says they’re getting’ underway now. We’re out of here.”

“Where are Grey and Walter?” I asked him.

“Wagon at the front. Let’s go, yeah? Gren will meet us there.”

Azarus broke out into a jog right past me for the front of the caravan. I moved to follow before I noticed that Bleddyn wasn’t. I turned to face him, curious, only to find that he had a firm look on his face.

“Bleddyn?” I asked him, confused.

He took another deep breath. “I’m not comin' with.”

“What? What the hell do you mean, you’re not coming?”

Bleddyn walked up to me and set his hand on my shoulder. “I talked to some of the other slaves, and we’re in agreement. We’re staying behind. Azarus told me about the stockpile this town has, and we’ve decided to stay and fight for control of it.” He set his other hand on my shoulder and met my eyes. “Nate, there are so many other slaves in the Principality. Most of ‘em are human, like you and me. A lot of them got caught runnin’ from the war. We’re going to take those supplies, and we’re goin’ to help them. But I need your help first.”

I gaped at him, all through his speech.

“Let me have this,” Bleddyn continued, holding up the Bond Breaker. My eyes numbly tracked it. “I know I don’t deserve to ask ye for anything more, after everythin’ you’ve done for me. But I’m gonna anyway. Let me have this, and I swear to ye. I swear to ye that I’ll fight to free every godsdamned slave in this country. I promise ye that, on the souls of all my ancestors. May Father Wolf and Mother Raven feast on my soul should I break this oath.”

I…

I see.

I let out a shuddering breath. I see what he wanted to do.

Bleddyn wanted to use the supplies that had been collected in this town, and the Bond Breaker I’d made…

To instigate a mass slave revolt in the Principality.

But…

“What about the Breakage Effect? What about the rest of the guard?” I asked him, concerned. “Hell, what about Stonebreaker? Can you take him?”

Bleddyn shook his head with a vicious smile. “Doubt it, but I ain’t gonna try. I intend to let them fight it out with the monsters in town, while me and the others will wait on the edges until it’s nearly done. We’ll train up a bit too, and then when they’re exhausted, swoop in. At that point, I reckon we can drive him off after how he’ll have been fighting for weeks. Hell, that’s assuming he even sticks around.”

I nodded slowly. I didn’t actually know if Stonebreaker was going to stick around. He’d seemed pretty disinterested and done with everything, the last I’d seen him.

Slowly, I reached up and laid a hand over the Breaker clutched tightly in Bleddyns fist. I moved the hand and bident down until the haft rested over his heart. I met Bleddyn’s eyes. “Okay,” I told him somberly. “Take it. Take the Bond Breaker with my blessing. And…” I trailed off, remembering something else. I reached a hand behind me to rummage around in the small pack at the base of my back. I pulled out the tightly folded sheet of paper that I had scribbled down before I’d left for the manor. I hand it to Bleddyn, who looked down at it curiously. “It’s instructions on how to make another,” I said, causing his head to snap up to look at me in shock. “Find an Enchanter you trust, and make more. Good…good luck, Bleddyn.”

Bleddyn took the paper with a trembling hand and clutched it tightly. He met my eyes one last time with tears in his own. Suddenly, he wrapped me in a hug. “We’ll meet again one day, my friend. I promise you that.”

“Yeah,” I said over his shoulder. “Yeah, we will.”

………………………………………

Bleddyn and I parted at that. The last I saw of him, he was walking away from me to a large group of other slaves that had chosen not to join the caravan leaving the nearly destroyed town. God, there must have been dozens of them. Certainly a larger number than whatever guards were left in town.

I guess revenge was a powerful motivator for some.

It had been for me.

As for myself, I turned away and left Bleddyn to organize his burgeoning slave revolt. As I walked by the wagons of the caravan, I looked inside of them. All of the wagons were packed to the gills with slaves. I recognized many of the faces in those wagons. In one, I saw the kitchen crew of the manor. Frederick even smiled and waved at me with teary eyes. In others, I saw some of the slaves from the caravan I had arrived in Addersfield with. Many of them were weeping, but not in sadness. Rather, I saw many slaves clutching each other tightly and wailing. Their time, and their ordeals as a slave…

Were over.

I reached the front wagon before long, where I found even more familiar faces. Gren was sitting up on the driver's bench of the wagon and greeted me with a weary hello. Azarus was sitting next to him. We exchanged nods, but didn’t say anything to each other. He didn’t ask me about Bleddyn. I guess he knew.

I climbed up into the back of the wagon. Inside, Grey and Walter were resting on cots that lay near the front of the wagon, both still out cold. They seemed fine, though. They were resting peacefully, despite the chaos that was about to descend on the village. Both Van and Rachel were in there as well. Van seemed nearly catatonic, which didn’t surprise me. Rachel greeted me with a bright, cheery smile though. She told me that Bleddyn had spoken to Van about his uncle at the same time he’d told him he was staying behind. I think Van would be fine eventually, though. It was just a lot right now.

As I heard Gren let out a shout, the horse-drawn wagon lurched to life. I looked out behind me, and the rest of the caravan holding former slaves followed ours. However, something other than the wagons caught my eye.

On a hill just off to the side of the burning town, I saw a shape come into view. The blood-red moon illuminated its form.

It was a stag.

Rather, from the glint of its antlers, it was a kind of monstrous stag that I was familiar with. A Blade-Rack Hart. Involuntarily, my hand came up to trace the scar on my left cheek.

Even from this distance, I could tell that it was watching us. Somehow, I thought my eyes were meeting its own.

I shuddered, and turned away.

            

    
        Interlude 6 - The Serpent [Vol. 2 End]

    
    
    
    
                “What a mess,” ‘Vincenzo Stonebreaker’ said to himself, clucking his tongue and shaking his head. Following his interaction with the slave that had killed the boy, he’d checked on a few things before retreating to the highest place in town to get a better look at the situation.

That turned out to be the roof of this ridiculous manor. He didn’t think he could stay up here long, though. The fire was already spreading to this very building.

Speaking of the fire…

‘Vincenzo’ cast an eye out over the town of Addersfield. Even with just a cursory glance, he could tell that it was lost. Hell, it didn’t even look like the fields were salvageable. The blaze was already raging in some of the surrounding crops, even if it hadn’t reached the main portions yet. It was only a matter of time, though. The fields were too closely packed together. The fire would rip right through the entire plantation before long. Despite everything that had been invested in this little project, it was all a loss.

Perhaps he should have listened to Orinbar about the density of the fields after all. The dwarf had told him plenty of times that they were pushing this land to the absolute brink with the variety of products they were growing. Even with the agricultural potions they'd been using liberally, the soil here was nearly a dried-out husk with how hard they’d been pushing it.

‘Vincenzo’ glowered down in the direction of the boy’s corpse at the thought of Orinbar. Orin had served faithfully for decades, never bothering with troublesome questions. He had quite honestly been one of, if not the most capable administrator in the entourage of House Savoy. It had been why he’d been assigned to this little experiment. Only now he was dead, cut down in a fit of madness by the boy. It had been easy to tell the slave had been telling the truth, with his advanced senses and skills. A quick check in the former Seneschal’s office before he’d come up here, and he'd merely confirmed the matter. By now, ‘Vincenzo’ was used to the evidence of the now-dead Heir’s proclivities. Magnus had most definitely been the one to kill Orin.

Hmm, thinking of the slave, he wasn’t sure if that one could be called a slave after all. With the loss of his collar, he was no doubt going to flee the Principality for Herztal. It would be extremely difficult to track him now, without a collar. In normal times, he could simply go through certain back channels within the Kingdom and have the property returned to its rightful place, but that was unlikely to happen now. What with the civil war, and all. ‘Vincenzo’ allowed himself a brief moment of smugness at the thought of that whole situation.

House Savoy seemed to be losing more than just one slave, though. ‘Vincenzo’ was easily able to peer across the distance and see that Azarus the disappointment was organizing the rest of the slaves with the help of a merchant. He was cutting down guards left and right, and rounding up the slaves in a caravan that would most likely lead into Herztal.

He hoped the fool enjoyed his exile from the ledgers of House Savoy. The raven-blooded half-breed would only be able to count on minimal support from the Florens now. They didn’t think much of people with Savoy blood running through their veins, no matter how closely related to their Prince.

No doubt this entire plan was a scheme cooked up by the Headmaster. ‘Vincenzo’ couldn’t help but be amused at how bloodthirsty of a plan it was. It had been expected that the wily old man would eventually find a way to free himself, but not this way. Even now, ‘Vincenzo’ could feel the Aether building in the surroundings, as more and more monsters were spawned from a Breakage Effect. Gods, it had been a long time since he’d seen one of these. Most people these days were too soft to consider initiating one.

He supposed old Greycton really was just from another age.

No doubt the old man was down there in one of those wagons right now, crowing to himself about the success of his plan. He’d managed to manipulate both his captor and a slave into doing all the dirty work without lifting a finger. A truly spectacular performance, from the Lord of the Academy.

However, now ‘Vincenzo’ was in a pickle. He supposed he had a few options open to him. He could stay and fight off the hordes of monsters that would no doubt be descending on the town soon. No doubt that would be well over a week of constant fighting, though. He wouldn’t do it for the surviving townsfolk and guard, though. He didn’t give a damn about them. No, if he stayed, it would be to protect the massive amount of agricultural products that had been secretly gathered since the inception of this project.

He wasn’t sure it was worth it, though. Not only was he exasperated with the way this entire situation had played out, but he wasn’t sure the stockpile was valuable enough to expend the effort over. The Addersfield project had only been in operation for six months, after all. He’d seen the reports that crossed Orinbar’s desk. It was estimated that the stockpile only held around twenty thousand gold worth of supplies.

A pittance, when compared to the greater wealth of House Savoy.

Beyond even that…

He simply didn’t want to expend the effort.

No, better to leave for now. Perhaps in a few months, when the monster surge in the area had died down, he would see that a force was sent to this area to retrieve the supplies. The town would no doubt be emptied of inhabitants by that point, and it would be much simpler to retrieve the stockpile then.

The slaves were all leaving, anyway. Very soon the town would be empty. Well, at least when the worthless townspeople were devoured by the surge. The stockpile would be perfectly safe in that time.

It’s not like the monsters would seek it out.

Satisfied with his chosen course of action, ‘Vincenzo’ mentally reached out to a certain mental thread. Strumming it, he caught the attention of the person on the other end. They responded with a vague sense of exasperated surprise, along with a question. ‘Vincenzo’ mentally responded with an affirmative.

It was time for him to leave.

The presence on the other end acquiesced, and dissolved the mental bond that maintained ‘Vincenzo Stonebreaker’.

With a shimmer, the construct dwarf dissolved into a fine mist of shimmering blue mana. His armor and weapons clattered down onto the roof of the manor, rolling off of the angled surface onto the ground below.

The only thing that marked where the ‘dwarf’ had stood was the green and gold Savoy tabard he had been wearing, soon to be burned to ash by the flames engulfing the manor.

………………………………………

Hundreds of miles away, in an office richly decorated in green and gold, a dwarf paused in the middle of scribing his signature on a document. Slowly, he leaned back in his extravagantly decorated, massive chair and folded his hands over his stomach.

Well.

Hmm.

That didn’t go quite how he’d wanted it to.

Prince Anguis of House Savoy furrowed his dark brow at the memories his skill-born clone had fed to him. The persona of ‘Vincenzo Stonebreaker’ was an old favorite of his, and he’d used it many times over the years. Nobody, not even the now apparently deceased Orinbar, knew about the subterfuge. It was easy to be in two places at once, when you had a Unique Skill that let you spawn a clone slaved to your will. Well, at the cost of being weakened by half, as well.

The only problem was that his clone skill wasn't able to be maintained indefinitely. Every few days, he had to cancel the skill and wait for it to recharge before recasting it. It only took a few hours to recharge, so his clones were well used to simply finding an excuse to wander away for that time so he could be dissolved. While 'Stonebreaker' had been in Addersfield, that excuse had been to wander into the forest for some stress relief via monster killing. No actual killing ever happened, though.

However, the limitations of his ability had come back to bite him in this case. He'd cancelled his clone earlier in the day, and had stayed up past his usual bedtime in order to recast it. Only, his slave had found that the town had been on fire and his current heir slaughtered by a slave. What a pain. Now his clone skill was on cooldown again, after an early cancelling.

Anguis unlaced his hands and began to drum his fingers on the desk. With the loss of Addersfield, his plans would be set back a fair bit. Not terribly so, he admitted to himself. Addersfield was far from the only stockpile plantation he had.

He spared a brief thought for his lost heir in Magnus, before snorting in disgust. The boy had never learned restraint. In retrospect, that particular spawn had come from poor stock. He should have known when the dam had perished in childbirth. He hadn’t given a whit about the boy’s proclivities before it had started to become too public. At that point, he’d decided to give him just enough rope to hang himself with. Either he’d succeed in his posting at Addersfield, or his obsessions would lead to his death. Hells, he’d even sent a clone to observe the proceedings.

He wasn’t surprised that the boy was dead.

Oh well.

He had spares. What a pain it was, choosing a new one to train up. Hopefully, his new one would be even better behaved before the eyes of his court.

The larger problem was now Headmaster Greycton. No doubt he’d be traveling with all possible haste to Herztal, to settle their little civil war once and for all. The country was about to become a much more hostile place for his agents and beneficiaries inside the Kingdom. Briefly, Anguis wrote down a note to remind himself to recall the agents that were still valuable to him, and burn both the ones that weren’t. Including all his human puppets.

Still, while the length of the Headmaster's imprisonment was shorter than he would have liked it to be, it had served its purpose. He’d accomplished the goal he’d set out for, while he’d been out of the picture. Anguis allowed himself a brief, self-satisfied smirk.

He wondered how the notoriously tricky Headmaster had managed to break his bond. Not only that, he seemed to have broken the bond of that one slave, as well. He'd certainly found himself with a nicely obedient little assassin.

Standing up from his chair, Anguis walked over to stand in front of the large window in his office. Just outside of it lay the city of Vittolia.

His city.

While it wasn’t quite as beautiful as that hole Rhoscara, it held far more power within the Principality. After all, Vittolia controlled nearly sixty percent of the dwarven agricultural market. Nobody could survive on an empty belly. Not for long.

Gazing out across his markets and shops and nobles and peasants, Anguis once again felt a familiar certainty settle on his shoulders.

Yes.

This was the way. This was how he’d bring dwarven kind into pre-eminence on the continent.

By his guiding hand.

Anguis allowed himself a brief moment of calm, before turning his mind to other matters. After all, before he’d left, he’d seen a curious thing from the human that had killed his son.

A skill that he was one hundred percent certain had belonged to Magnus.

Concentrating briefly, Anguis searched the depths of his mind for the slave's name. He was sure he’d seen it on one of Orin’s dreadfully dry little reports. After a moment, he recalled it.

“Nathan Hart,” Anguis mused to himself before smirking slightly. “What curious abilities you have.”

            

    
        Chapter 74 - Green Embrace [Vol. 3 Start]

    
    
    
    
                I crouched on a tree branch, far above my target. I’d been stalking this particular one for nearly thirty minutes by now. The tracks that they’d made were obvious enough to even my neophyte tracker’s eyes. I’d only acquired the General Talent for it in the last few days, after all.

You would think taking a spear with you into the treetops would be awkward, but I was comfortable enough with the weapon by now that it wasn’t an issue. Slowly, careful not to make too much noise, I maneuvered myself into the perfect position above them. Once there, I violently jumped off of the tree branch and into the open air. Midair, I pointed the blade of my spear downwards over my target and let gravity do most of the work.

I wouldn’t even need Scintillant Blade for this one.

My spear pierced all the way through the flesh of the boar easily, pinning it to the forest floor. Blood sprayed me from the violent skewering as the wild boar let out an ear-piercing squeal. Wildly, it tried to escape by thrashing about, only succeeding in losing blood faster. Its struggles began to gradually slow, before the beast stilled.

I stood up from my crouching position over the hog leaving my spear embedded in it for now. With a groan, I twisted my hips back and forth, cracking my back. I may not be tired, but crouching for as long as I had been tracking this boar still made you stiff. Fruitlessly, I tried to wipe some of the blood off of my new clothes before clicking my tongue.

I’d just made these, dammit. I’d never wanted to see another set of white tunic and brown pants again so I’d decided to fix that on my own. I hadn’t wanted to use any of our limited supplies in order to do so, so I’d just used what I could find in the wild. With Aetherial Melding, I’d made myself a tough boar leather vest from a beast not unlike the one I’d just hunted, while I’d made some softer deer-skin leather pants from a kill about a week ago. I’d wanted a cloak too, so I’d used some wild flax to fashion one for myself. We didn’t have any dyes in our supplies, and I hadn’t found anything out here that I could use for that either. For now, it was just a light greyish-brown in color. I liked the look, actually. I looked like some kind of wild-man hunter. Well, other than the blood that I’d just gotten on my new outfit.

Speaking of blood.

The boar I’d just killed was leaving a large puddle under its rapidly cooling body. I stared at the pool of blood absentmindedly for a moment, lost in thought. It…reminded me of something.

The guard I hadn’t given a thought to murdering back in Addersfield.

He’d been fighting Azarus, and I’d just come up from behind him and lopped off his head. I wanted to be bothered by that…. but I couldn’t.

I think I was getting used to death. That bothered me more.

I…I’d have to get the boar back to camp quickly, if I didn’t want the scent of fresh blood to draw in any monsters. We may have been far from Addersfield at this point, but we were still feeling the effects of the Breakage Effect. Monsters were thick even this far from the now-destroyed town. Hell, in the week since we’d escaped that hellhole, I’d gotten six levels alone just from having to fight off monsters during my self-assigned hunting. At least that put me up to a nice, even level thirty.

When I’d gotten my next class ability, I was pleasantly surprised at how useful it was in our current circumstances. It was something called Leafwhisper Step. It was a Class Talent this time, instead of an activated skill like Sylvan Vigor had been. It made me much stealthier in forests, and it had come in handy ever since I'd gotten it. Most of the time, I didn’t even need to activate Thorn Cloak to sneak up on game, unless I literally didn’t want anything to see me even if I was standing right in front of them. I could definitely say that the new talent was coming in use.

Still, that was enough lollygagging around. I needed to get this beast back to camp and thrown into our stew pot. I could feel my stomach rumble at the thought of a nice, hot meal. There were some surprisingly good cooks among the former slaves of our camp.

Yanking my spear out of the boar, I wiped the remaining blood on it on the nearby grass. Bending down, I picked up the entire boar with ease and laid it across my left shoulder. Making sure to keep my left hand on the carcass to keep it steady, I picked up my spear with my right and set off.

Thank God for Sylvan Vigor. I’d been playing around with it and discovered that I could dial the skill down until I was getting a prolonged boost to my strength, instead of one massive surge. It wasn’t hard to maintain at that low level, either. I could keep it going for at least an hour. I wasn’t sure I would be able to pick up this massive pig if I didn’t have the skill.

Ah, whatever. I put thoughts of skills and hunting out of my head and focused on getting back to camp.

………………………………………

It didn’t take me long to get back to camp, even as bogged down as I was with a fresh kill. I hadn’t gone too far from camp on this particular trip. Game was thick in this forest.

The caravan was trying to avoid attention, so we were taking lesser-known roads that Gren knew about on our trip to Herztal. We’d actually been pushing too hard over the last few days, and now we needed to take a moment to rest from our flight. We’d pulled off of the narrow road we’d been on and into a nearby forest clearing this morning. There, we’d set up a wagon circle camp with our eight wagons and had been taking the chance to decompress. We were only intending to stay here for another day, before leaving tomorrow.

Exiting the tree line, I beheld our camp. It was busier than I expected, and I could see why.

There was a new wagon that had entered the clearing.

Larger than any of ours, even Gren’s beast of a personal wagon, it was fairly intimidating. Where our wagons were mostly civilian use, this did not look like a civilian vehicle. Clad from the bottom up with metal plating, it wasn’t even pulled by a team of horses. Rather, it was being pulled by what seemed to be a team of four enormous oxen.

But the camp wasn’t panicking. Rather, there was an air of excitement to the movement in the camp.

I slung the dead boar off of my shoulder and let it hit the ground. I’d come back for it later. Keeping a firm grip on my spear, I entered the camp proper to see what was going on. In front of the large metal-clad wagon, there seemed to be a crowd gathering. I couldn’t see what was going on through the crowd of bodies, though.

“Excuse me,” I called out to the wall of bodies in front of me. They didn’t hear me, so I tried again. “Excuse me! Could I get through?”

The man directly in front of me finally turned around. He did a double take when he saw me and swiftly moved the side. His movement must have caught the attention of the other people before me, because they followed suit.

I hid a wince at their awed expressions. Since our escape, word had spread around camp that I was the one who had not only built the device that had broken their Slave Bonds, but also destroyed the Control Slate and killed Magnus. There were only a few people in our caravan that didn’t nearly bow and scrape at the sight of me, as if they had exchanged one master for another. There was no malice or fear involved, but it made me uncomfortable nonetheless.

There was a reason I tried to spend most of my time outside camp, either hunting or scouting. Thank God Grey had woken up just fine a day after our escape to help take attention off of me.

I didn’t let any of this reflect on my face as I moved through the crowd to see what was going on. Off to the side, I saw Azarus watching something with an extremely surprised expression on his face. He caught sight of me at the same time I did him. In a wordless gesture, I tried to ask him what was going on. He just raised his palms, baffled.

Okay then.

As I exited the mass of former slaves, I felt my breath hitch at the sight of who had found us.

It was Sylvia.

Not just her though. It seemed like she had brought nearly a whole platoon. Over a dozen other people were either lingering around the massive wagon, or were poking their heads out of it to watch what was happening in front of it. My eyes lingered on a few of them, considering how strange they were to my Terran sensibilities. Among them were two people that I could only surmise were a Gnoll and…maybe an Antium?

The Gnoll was much how they’d been described to me. Around the height of an average human male, they stood upright on digitigrade legs. Covered in tawny fur, they looked like a massive fox that had learned to walk like a man. They were also clad in full plate mail with a massive greatsword slung across their back.

The Antium (?) was more mysterious, though. I could only tell they weren’t human based on the fact they had four arms. The rest of their massive, nearly seven-foot-tall frame was covered in a white, nearly Eastern looking robe with images of pink cranes in flight printed on it. Their four arms were clasped in front of them, voluminous sleeves hiding their hands. I couldn’t see their face, as it was hidden by a large conical hat. Not an inch of skin, or chitin I guess, was visible to my eyes. What were visible were the four familiarly curved swords he was carrying. They had one on either hip, and two crossed over their back, hilts visible over their massive shoulders.

Not far from my position, Sylvia and Grey were having a reunion. Sylvia was on her knees before Grey in his wheelchair, face buried in his stomach and arms wrapped around his back. Grey himself was hunched over as far as he could, with his face buried in her unconcealed golden hair. Both my distance and the murmur of the crowd around me prevented me from hearing what they were saying to each other. But they were both shaking in the telltale sign of sobs.

I don’t think they cared about the crowd at all.

I felt a smile spread across my face at the sight.

I was interrupted by someone else shoving their way through the crowd to stand next to me. Turning to face them, I quirked an eyebrow in question their way.

It looked like Walter had found me.

It had taken him a few more days after Grey for him to wake up and recover from his wounds. Luckily, I think his recovery had been sped up by Bleddyn breaking his bond and letting him have access to his Status again. Ever since he had woken up and discovered that he was free, the teenager had been in much higher spirits than I had ever seen him. He was much more confident, too.

“When…when did you get back, Mr. Hart?” Walter said breathlessly, winded from shoving through the crowd.

“Just now,” I said to him, only loud enough for him to hear. “Left my kill near the tree line.”

That caused Walter to perk up. “I-I’ll get it for you!” He told me eagerly. “I’ll take it to Ms. Rachel!”

Before I could say anything in response, he started jostling his way through the crowd again. I lowered the hand I had raised to stop and tell him it was probably too big for him alone. I shook my head, bemused. Whatever, he could probably manage something.

Teenagers.

I turned my attention back to Grey and Sylvia, only to find that my conversation with Walter had grabbed their attention. Grey was staring at me with an amused, watery smile on his face. Sylvia on the other hand had stood up from her kneeling position and was staring at me with an intense expression on her silvered face.

I was taken aback when she swiftly marched over to stand in front of me. Before I could say anything to her, she wrapped me in a fierce hug. I was frozen for a moment, before tentatively returning the embrace.

“Thank you,” Sylvia whispered in my ear, voice nearly breaking. “Thank you so much for saving him.”

I shivered at the feeling of her voice so near my ear. I let out a breath. “Yeah,” I breathed over her shoulder. My eyes met Greys. “Yeah...”

            

    
        Chapter 75 - Reunion

    
    
    
    
                “Our preparations seem a little silly, at this point,” Sylvia said to me later. After the reunion in front of her war wagon, Sylvia, Grey, Azarus and I had retreated to our personal section of the camp near Gren’s lead wagon. There, we pulled up a few chairs around our firepit and started a conversation.

I hadn’t failed to notice that a few people among those Sylvia had brought had followed us. Among them were the Gnoll, the possible Antium, and another human. For now, they were standing off to the side silently watching us.

Sylvia had eschewed a chair and was sitting on the grass in front of Grey, leaning back on his wheelchair. Grey had his hands resting almost protectively on her shoulders. I didn’t think these two wanted to be separated again any time soon.

I coughed, a little embarrassed. “Ah,” I started awkwardly. The last time Sylvia and I had seen each other, she’d told me that she was going to be bringing a force back to Addersfield. Once there, they would do the hard work of freeing Grey and I, along with Azarus. The only problem was….

Well.

I’d reached a breaking point where I just couldn’t handle being in Addersfield for one more goddamn day. So, we’d done everything ourselves.

“Sorry?” I said insincerely. I wasn’t very sorry.

Sylvia shook her head. “No, no, It’s fine.” She said, smiling at me. She still wasn’t wearing the mask I’d typically seen her wearing, during our lessons before she had left. “Everything seems to have worked out well.” She reached up to grasp one of Grey’s hands lying on her shoulder and squeezed it. Grey returned the squeeze, gazing down at his adopted daughter lovingly.

“Yes,” Grey said, sounding more relaxed than I had ever heard from him. “Now, we just need to regroup and see what needs to be done to settle the unrest within the Kingdom.”

One of the people that had followed stepped forward at that, causing everyone’s attention to shift to him. It was the human man. I didn’t fail to notice that this guy was the first real dark-skinned person I’d met so far on Vereden. Tall and lithe, he wasn’t kitted out as a warrior like the others. Rather, he was wearing a set of green and white robes, with a prominent spiral stitched in gold on the front.

“Blessing of the Gyre upon you, Headmaster,” The man said, making an odd, but familiar gesture. He held up his right hand, palm facing us with his fingers tightly held together. Then he laid the index and pointer finger of his left hand across the bottom of his right palm. I furrowed my brow slightly, trying to remember where I had seen this before. After a moment, I remembered that Rachel had mentioned something before about a ‘Church of the Gyre’ and done the same thing. I’d totally forgotten about that, and had never remembered to follow up on whatever that was.

The man continued speaking, but what was odd was Grey’s reaction. Ever since the man had stepped forward, Grey’s eyes had snapped to him with an almost hungry slant to his gaze. “But, I believe we have more immediate concerns? There is the obvious…,” He trailed off awkwardly, gesturing to Grey’s non-existent legs. “Which I can assist with. However, there is still the matter of your bound Status. Young Miss Sylvia informed us that House Savoy succeeded in inflicting you with a slave bond?”

At those words, the Gnoll that was still standing off to the side let out an audible animalistic growl, while the possible Antium shifted slightly from his near statue-like pose. The near-perpetual smile that Sylvia had been sporting since her reunion with Grey dimmed slightly.

I think all of them were a little confused at the reaction of Grey, Azarus and I. Grey merely smiled at the others, while Azarus and I exchanged a pair of smirks. “That will not be an issue, Preceptor Eduard,” Grey said, amused. “You see, my slave bond has already been dealt with.” He raised a hand, palm to the sky. From that palm arose a representation of the moon, eclipsed. It was a sphere of swirling dark energy, Mana to my senses, with a ring of bright silver somehow surrounding the edges of it, no matter the angle you viewed it.

The eyes of ‘Preceptor Eduard’ nearly bugged out of his head at the display of magic, but he didn’t get a chance to speak. The Gnoll instead lurched forward to stand in front of us with blatant shock evident on their vulpine features. “H-how,” The Gnoll said in a surprisingly feminine voice. Oh, she was female. I tried not to let my surprise show on my face, but I didn't think she was paying the slightest attention to me. “How is this possible? Did you devise a way to break the slave bond, even in your own bound state?” There was naked hope evident in the Gnoll’s voice.

Grey shook his head. “A way to break the slave bond was created, yes. But not by me. Rather, it was the work of my new apprentice that saw us freed from bondage.” He said, gesturing to me. Four sets of eyes fell on me instantly, mostly filled with disbelief. I tried not to fidget under the weight of their gaze. “Everyone, this is Nathaniel Hart. I suspect he might become my Terminal Apprentice, so great is his potential.”

“Uh, hi,” I said to them awkwardly. “Just call me Nathan.”

The Gnoll took a stumbling step towards me. “Can…you do it again?” She asked me haltingly.

“Yesss?” I said to her slowly. I wasn’t even lying. I may have given away the original Bond Breaker to Bleddyn, but that hadn’t stopped me from making another in my free time. I was lucky that Azarus had grabbed the Enchantment blanks I hadn’t used yet when he was throwing together supplies from his house. You know, before he burned it to the ground. I’d been pretty relieved when I found the blanks rummaging through a crate.

You see, in my haste to let Bleddyn have the original, I’d overlooked the fact that he hadn’t freed all of the slaves before we left. There had still been a few stragglers that were bound and very upset by that fact. I’d been scrambling to put together another when I found the blanks. Once I had them back, I’d wasted no time in making two more Breakers to free who was left.

They hadn’t been very upset after that.

Actually, you know what. I had one on me.

Rummaging around in the pouch that I never took off anymore at the small of my back, I withdrew Bond Breaker number two. I held it up to the Gnoll. “This is what does it. Break the skin over the bond with one of these, press the activation rune, and bam! No more bond.”

The Gnoll, whose name I still didn’t know furrowed her brow at the oversized fork in my palm. “That…looks familiar…”

The Antium finally spoke up. “It is a Ward Breaker.” He said in a deep, rumbling voice. The Gnoll turned to face him. He took a step forward, laying a concealed hand on the hilt of one of his swords. I tensed at his surprising reaction. “A weapon of terror.”

When the Gnoll turned to face me, it looked decidedly less friendly.

Before anything else could be said, Grey spoke up. “It is not, in fact, a Ward Breaker,” He said calmly. The Antium turned his head slightly in Grey’s direction while the Gnoll turned to face him completely. “Peace, Illuvia. Peace, Venix. I am aware of the similarities, and it is because the design of Nathan’s ‘Bond Breaker’ is based on the design of a Ward Breaker. In a feat of ingenuity, he turned the design of a weapon of terror,” He nodded at the Antium, apparently named ‘Venix’. “Into a weapon against it. I’ve examined the device closely, and feel quite foolish that I never saw the connection between both applications. It is quite capable of completely dissolving a Slave Bond, while being completely incapable of destroying even the weakest of Ward Stones.”

The Gnoll, ‘Illuvia’, relaxed at Grey’s words and directed an almost hungry look at my Breaker. Venix spoke up again, however. “And where did the human learn to create a Ward Breaker, in order to alter it?” He said evenly.

Grey somehow locked eyes with the Ant-man, even though his eyes were shrouded by his hat. “I taught him.” He said simply.

Venix was silent for a moment. “As you say, Grey-sworn.” He said simply, before stepping back.

Our group descended into a tense silence for a moment. I decided to break it. “Uh,” I said, causing everyone to look at me. I was looking at Illuvia, though. “You can have this one. You know, if you want.” I extended the Bond Breaker in my hand to her.

Her mouth parted in surprise, revealing a mouth full of extremely sharp-looking fangs. “You’re just giving away a device that can free slaves?”

Wouldn’t be the first time.

I shrugged, though. “They’re not hard for me to make, and I have another. I’m…not exactly looking to keep how to make these a secret, you know? If I have my way, there’ll be thousands of them across the continent by next year.”

Cheers, Bleddyn.

The Gnoll rocked back in surprise at my words, before extending a gauntleted hand to take the Breaker from me. She just gazed down at the bident for a moment before looking up at me. “Thank you.” She eventually whispered.

Before another awkward silence could descend on us, ‘Preceptor Eduard’ spoke up again. “Praise be to the Gyre for this miracle.” He said fervently, making the symbol with his hands gain. “If you are no longer afflicted with such evil, then I can easily provide for you the reason Miss Sylvia requested my services. A full regeneration of your missing limbs. I made sure to bring the necessary reagents.”

His words brought an air of unexpected anticipation to the group. Looking around, I found that the new arrivals, including Sylvia, looked tense. But in a good way, as if they could barely restrain their enthusiasm for something. I looked around in confusion, but the Gnoll of our group provided the answer.

Illuvia looked up from the Bond Breaker I’d given her. “And then the Grand Marshal can put an end to this damn war once and for all.” She nearly hissed in anticipation.

Grey held up a hand, however. “There is, however, a problem. The Bond that I was afflicted with was so strong, and I possessed it for long enough, that my Status has yet to fully return to me. I am fine,” He said, raising his voice to cut off any queries. “As I am now, though, I fear I’m not much stronger than my dear Sylvia is. However, I’m confident that my strength will fully return to me in time. I can feel a little more of it, every day.”

That deflated the mood among the apparent rebels.

“Hmm,” Venix hummed enigmatically.

“I-I see,” Eduard said stumblingly. “Be that as it may, we can still perform the regeneration for you. We…can begin the procedure at any point.”

Grey patted Sylvia on the shoulder, causing her to wordlessly stand up from her seating position. He wheeled away from her over to the Preceptor. “Now, if you please.”

Somehow, I got the impression that wasn’t a request.

Preceptor Eduard didn’t seem to mind, though. “If you’ll follow me,” He murmured to Grey. “I have a station set up in our Ironclad, Headmaster.” I heard Eduard say, as the two of them walked and rolled away.

You know, I was always surprised at how easy it was for Grey to roll around on rough terrain like this. Especially in his bare-bones wooden wheelchair.

Guess I won’t be seeing that anymore. Good for you, Grey.

With Grey and Eduard gone, that just left Azarus and I with Sylvia, Venix, and Illuvia.

Sylvia spoke first. “I believe I’ll go and support father,” She told us. “He’s more than strong enough for it, but I’ve heard the procedure to regrow limbs for you…organics can be quite painful.” She paused for a moment, before turning and addressing me. “Thank you again, Nathan. I’ll never forget what you’ve done for my family.” At that, she turned around and walked away, quickly catching up with Grey and Eduard. I was able to see the moment that she linked hands with Grey, unconcerned with the stares from the rest of the camp.

“Yeah,” I breathed. “No problem.” I shook my head slightly, before looking over at Illuvia and Venix. “So…I never got introduced to you guys.”

Illuvia had fallen to inspecting the Bond Breaker again, but my words knocked her out of it. “Ah, my apologies,” She said, bowing slightly. When she straightened up, I noticed that the Breaker had disappeared somewhere on her person. “I’m Vanguard Illuvia, of the Order of the Eclipsed Dawn. And that’s…” She trailed off, turning around to find that Venix was already walking away. “That’s Venix.” She finished, slightly exasperated.

“Nice to meet you,” I said, amused. “What’s his deal, anyway?”

“Oh, he’s sworn to the Grand Marshal in some way,” Illuvia replied, waving a hand seriously. “Neither of them will talk about how, but the going thought is that the Grand Marshall saved his life somehow.”

I nodded, before pausing. “Grand Marshall? What’s that about?”

Illuvia looked at me strangely, but answered anyway. “You…don’t know? Greycton of Hollow Hill isn’t only the Headmaster of the Academy of Mystic Arts.”

“He’s also the Grand Marshal of the Order of the Eclipsed Dawn.”
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                It must take a long time to regrow entire limbs, because it had been hours and nobody had come out of the ‘Ironclad’ yet. Most of the people that Sylvia had brought with her, apparently all Order ‘classers’, had been shooed out of it to mingle with the camp. It had been a good idea, actually. The former slaves of our camp seemed to appreciate the presence of people who were from what seemed to be a well-known group. The caravan had lost an air of nervousness that I hadn’t even realized had been lingering.

As for myself, I tried to stay out of the way. For once, I hadn’t had any difficulty in retreating to a secluded corner of our campground. First though, I’d grabbed a bowl of stew from our ‘kitchen’. Funnily enough, Rachel, Van’s former slave, had ended up as the head cook of the caravan. I’d happily accepted a bowl of surprisingly tasty boar stew from the woman. She’d been too busy for anything more than a hasty greeting, though.

You know, now that I thought about it, I hadn’t seen Van all day. He’d been a little morose since leaving Addersfield. I think he might have looked up to Orinbar, no matter how much of an amoral bastard he had been. I guess he hadn’t been as fucking insufferable as Magnus had been to Azarus, who hadn’t displayed an ounce of remorse over his death. I’d try and catch up with Van later, I decided.

I settled down on a makeshift log bench behind Gren’s personal wagon, where Grey, Azarus, and I had pitched our section of the camp. Thankfully, I was out of view from the rest of the caravan, so I settled down to eat. It didn’t take me long. I was honestly pretty starving.

Now that I was done with my dinner, it was time to get back to work on a couple of my projects. Grabbing what I’d been working on from a pack I’d been using for this purpose, I closed my eyes started to slip into my Aetherial Melding trance.

However, before I could do so, I was interrupted.

“Is this seat taken?” I heard a familiar feminine voice say. Cracking open one of my closed eyes, I found that Sylvia was standing above me, hands on her hips.

Abandoning my trance, I made a show of glancing down to the grass below me on my right, where my empty stew bowl sat. “Well,” I drawled, leaning back on my hands with a slight smile. “It looks like it might be taken by my bowl. I don’t know…”

Sylvia rolled her startlingly blue eyes at me before nudging the bowl out of the way, sending it and its spoon clattering to the grass below. With a solid-sounding thump, she settled down next to me on the log.

I spoke before she could. “So, is it done? Does Grey have his legs back?”

Sylvia nodded, gazing into the small, personal campfire we had. “Yes, father is fine now. He’s still a little tender, so he’s taking the time to speak with the classers. I think they’re settling on a plan right now. He’ll be along soon, though.”

“That’s good,” I said, relieved. “I was honestly starting to wonder where we were even going. Nobody has even said a word about an actual destination since we escaped.”

Sylvia hummed, before glancing at me from the corner of her eye. “Did you truly manage to create a way to break the slave bond by yourself?” I didn’t blame her for the slight note of disbelief in her silvery voice.

I shook my head. “God no. Grey had to teach me a bunch about Enchanting and Abjuration before I could make the Bond Breaker. Even then, I was really reckless in how I made it in the first place. If I’d made one small mistake, I could have killed myself in the process.” I paused for a moment. “I kinda think the only reason I didn’t is because of my Profession.”

The Sculpted woman turned to face me fully at that. “I don’t believe we spoke much about that, back when I was teaching you. I’m…sorry, but I don’t remember what it was called.”

“It’s alright.” I shrugged. “It’s apparently new anyway. It’s called Aetherial Melding.”

“Is that what you were doing before I interrupted you? Using ‘Aetherial Melding’?” Sylvia nodded at the odds and ends that I had sitting in my lap. I moved my hand to lay on them, somewhat self-conscious.

“Ah, yeah,” I said, a little embarrassed to be caught out. “I was just going to work on some of my own projects.”

Sylvia’s eyes lit up at that in curiosity. “Oh? What are you working on?”

“Oh. Um. Well, first, did you hear anything about a ‘Profession Shift’, a few months ago? It should have involved Clockwork Engineering?”

“Well, yes,” Sylvia said slowly, before pausing. She looked at me in surprise. “Was that you? Did you cause it to change into ‘Mechanical Engineering’?”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “I didn’t get to keep it long, or even get to use it honestly. Aetherial Melding just came along and replaced everything for me. I’m not complaining about that, mind. But I never forgot about Mechanical Engineering, and wanted to see if I could do anything in line with it.” I wasn’t even lying. I’d been working with Azarus in the evenings about the basics of how Engineering worked here, and trying to puzzle out the Mechanical version for my own use.

“What are you trying to make?” Sylvia asked me.

I took a moment to look down at the metal parts lying in my lap. There were…a bunch of things, honestly. Tubes, springs, blades, and interlocked metal bits and bobs. I was once again lucky that Azarus had thought to save my little smithing grill and some raw materials from the fire. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to make this stuff. I looked up at Sylvia. “Ah. A couple of different weapon ideas I had.”

“Weapons?” Sylvia said doubtfully, looking at the junk I’d made.

“Yeah,” I said absentmindedly, fiddling with a small curved piece of iron. “I thought I’d try and recreate something from back home. I don’t know if I’ll be able to, and it’s a long shot, but I thought I’d give it a try. The other thing is almost done, though. That turned out to be easier than I thought it would be.” I handed Sylvia what I was talking about. To layman’s eyes, it looked like nothing more than a dagger with a slightly longer handle than usual. In fact, I had used one of my spare daggers in its construction.

Sylvia took it from me, looking it over with a curious. She looked up at me. “It…just looks like a knife?”

“Look again,” I told her with a sly smile. I pointed to something on the hilt. “Press that rune.”

Sylvia took another look at the dagger, and found the rune that I was talking about. My eyes widened, however, when she pressed the rune with the dagger pointed in my direction. With a sudden flood of adrenaline, I dove to the side.

Just in time for the blade of the dagger to shoot out of the hilt and fly through the air where I had been sitting. A variety of other things flew out of the handle in Sylvia’s hands as well. Among them were hollow links of pipes and various springs and gears.

I panted, lying on the grass. That had been close.

Sylvia dropped the empty hilt in her hands with a gasp, flustered since the first time I’d met her. “Nathan! Are you alright? I-I’m sorry, I didn’t-”

“Y-yeah,” I said, interrupting her babbling. Shakily, I stood up and looked in the direction that the blade had flown. I didn’t have to look far, as I found it embedded in the outside wall of Gren’s wagon. I took a shuddering breath. Well, at least it had missed the canvas. Gren would have been more pissed if we’d torn that. I yanked it out of the wood and turned back to Sylvia. Walking over to her, I gently took my prototype from her limp hands. “I…I’ll just be taking that back.” I sat back down on the log with a thump.

We sat in silence for a moment before Sylvia broke it. “Is it…a blade shooter of some kind?”

Flicking my eyes in her direction, I shook my head. “No, it only did that because it isn’t done.” I picked up a few lengths of tubing that had shot out of the hilt. “It’s actually supposed to be a kind of collapsible spear that can double as a dagger. I…like the spear for straight-up combat, but I find myself needing to do knife work pretty often. This is my attempt to bridge both of those needs.” I smiled wryly. “I just haven’t got the mechanism right yet.”

“Oh, I see,” Sylvia said thoughtfully. “That’s inter-”

We were interrupted by a small group of people approaching the fire. I stood up to greet them, with Sylvia following a second later. Seemed to be Azarus, Gren, and someone else that I was happy to see walking around.

Grey, standing on his own two feet.

He was shorter than I’d been expecting him to be, I noted. It was hard to gauge the height of someone when they both didn’t have legs, and had been wheelchair-bound. I’d built him up to be this titan in my head, considering how strong he was supposed to be. But he was an old man, after all. He looked to be maybe only an inch or so taller than Azarus, who was abnormally tall for a dwarf. Both of them were shorter than my five foot eleven frame, so maybe around five foot six or something. He was also carrying a bowl of stew, cupped in his hands.

Sylvia perked up at the sight of Grey and walked over to greet him with a hug. Grey returned it readily, stew bowl around her back in one hand. Separating, Sylvia looked him over critically. “How are you feeling, father?”

Grey smiled at her wryly. “Oh, the new flesh is still tender, but it’s nothing egregious. The feeling will pass eventually. Other than that, I’m fine.” He looked over Sylvia’s shoulder and nodded at me. I returned it. “Nathan. I see you’ve been entertaining my Sylvia.”

“Good to see you on your feet, Grey.” I smiled at my mentor. “And yeah, I was just showing her a project of mine.” I left out that she had nearly killed me with it. Gren and Azarus walked past us while we were talking, holding bowls of stew of their own. I exchanged nods with them.

“Oh? Which one? The spear or the device for flinging little balls of metal?” Grey asked me teasingly.

I felt my eyebrow twitch at the now familiar jab, but smiled anyway. “The spear. You know the second is still just in the concept stage.”

Grey walked over to where I was standing with Sylvia trailing in his wake. Both of them sat down on the log. I followed suit, noticing that Gren and Azarus were sitting on the one across the fire. “So, what’s up?” I asked Grey. “I heard you were deciding on a destination with the other guys from your Order?” I asked pointedly.

“Oh, it’s hardly my Order these days,” Grey said, unphased. “I may have founded it, but I leave its affairs mostly to my second. I’ve attempted to step back and leave overall command with him, but he stubbornly insists that he’s not yet worthy.”

I hummed in though. “You know, nobody has even told me what an ‘Order’ is, you know. If you’re so involved in the running of one of these, I’m surprised you haven’t mentioned it before now.”

Grey’s eyebrows shot up in realization before a chagrined look crossed his wizened features. “Oh, my apologies. You’re quite correct, Nathan. It simply slipped my mind with how busy we’ve been. An Order, or rather, a Martial Order as they’re correctly termed, occupies a rather unique position within Herztalian society. Not quite an official part of the military, but also not quite civilian, they’re something of an attaché. They are also definitely not a mercenary force. Rather, they are organizations given charter by the crown to independently recruit and train ‘classers’.” Grey said, making air quotes. “Those being independents that are serious about advancing their Status and reaching higher tiers. These Orders still owe allegiance to the throne, and can still be called to service alongside the military in times of great need.”

Grey paused for a moment to take a bite of his rapidly cooling stew. “Oh, quite good tonight. Anyway, it was realized centuries ago that while the military is effective, they’re somewhat of a blunt object. A new approach was needed, alongside the founding of my Academy, to battle the ever-growing threat of monster attack on the frontiers. Thus, Martial Orders were born. In any case, we’re to meet up with my second. He’s been amassing troops and supplies from our allies in the Uprising as well as the Order in my birthplace. A small, sleepy little town named Hollow Hill.”

I nodded at him, following along. “I’m guessing we’re leaving soon then?”

Grey nodded back at me, with a spoon between his lips. He took it out and answered. “Indeed. We still need to settle a few things, and then we’ll be on our way tomorrow afternoon.”

………………………………………

When I woke up in my tent early the next morning, I could tell that the camp was only starting to get busy. Getting up, I started to outfit myself again for another hunt. Last night, after my conversation with Grey and Sylvia, I’d decided that it couldn’t hurt for the camp to have a little more fresh meat before we left. This area was just too filled with game to pass up the chance. Luckily, I’d remembered to leave my blood-splattered hunting outfit with the camp washers yesterday. The scent of blood that would have trailed me otherwise would have driven things away from me.

Stepping out of my tent, I found the camp was only starting to wake up like I’d thought. Azarus was awake though, drinking from a steaming mug of tea next to the embers of our campfire. He set his metal mug down for a moment to raise a tired eyebrow at me. “Again?” He asked in dull surprise.

I shrugged at him before smirking. “Hey, this way I don’t have to help pack up camp.”

Azarus made a rude gesture and shooed me away. I left camp at that with a chuckle.

………………………………………

It actually took me longer to find suitable game than I was expecting it to. It took me a few hours, but I eventually tracked a deer deeper into the forest than I’d typically gone. Once I’d found it though, it wasn’t hard for me to bring down, with my literally superhuman strength and speed born from Sylvan Vigor. Hauling it onto my shoulder, I set off back in the direction that I thought camp lay in.

On my way back, I found something else, though.

Stopping at the edge of a forest clearing, I slowly set the deer carcass down on the forest floor. Mesmerized, I stepped into the clearing and tried to make sense of what it held.

It looked like some kind of giant stone monument.
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                The monument was huge, taller than I was. Mostly rectangular with a flared and then tiered design at the top, it was resting on a set of circular stairs. It was set directly in the center of the forest clearing that I had found, bathed in the peaceful morning light. I stepped into the clearing in order to get a better look at it, entranced.

As I got closer to the monument, I was able to make out more details on it. It was absolutely covered in moss, but I swear that I could see a glint of something beneath the foliage. Climbing the stairs to stand in front of the monument, I tried to wipe the moss out of the way. It was really stuck on there though, so I used the blade of my spear to scrape it away, careful not to damage the stone beneath. When I succeeded in scraping away the moss, my breath caught in my throat.

There was a large, twisting design of a seven-armed spiral etched on the face of the monument. Elaborately detailed, it looked to me like the design had been etched on some kind of turquoise crystal set into the stone. Furrowing my brow, I realized that the design was familiar.

After all, I’d seen it just yesterday on the robe of the Preceptor.

Below the spiral-etched crystal, I could see a line of text written in familiar-looking runes. Above the design though, there appeared to be a large, blue gem of some kind, cut into the shape of a triangle. However, the stone was jagged and broken. Half of it looked like it had been ripped away.

I stepped back to goggle at the surprisingly beautiful monument when it was fully revealed. What was this thing? It looked too beautiful, too elaborate to have been deliberately abandoned like this in the middle of a random forest clearing. Furrowing my brow, I stepped closer to the writing on the stone. It was done in what looked like something similar to Enchanting runes. They weren’t a complete match, but it was like the difference between modern English and old English to my eyes. I thought I could puzzle out the meaning if I tried.

“H-here…look-no…lies? The…d-” I tried to sound out the runes, but I was interrupted before I could get very far.

“Here layeth the door to the stars,” I heard a familiar voice say from behind me. Startled, I turned around as quickly as I could, instinctively readying my spear. I needn’t have bothered, though.

It was Venix, the Antium I had sort of met yesterday.

He had somehow snuck into the clearing while I was absorbed in pondering the monument. He was still wearing the same hat and robe, and was standing maybe ten feet from my position. Eyeing his four swords, I remembered how this hadn’t seemed to be my biggest fan yesterday. My grip on my spear tightened.

He continued speaking while I was inspecting him. “Step forward, wayfarer, onto the celestial road. With open hearts, embrace yon brothers and sisters yet discovered.” He was silent for a moment, simply staring at the monument himself. “That’s what it says. This…is a broken portal stone.”

Oh.

I risked a glance back over my shoulder at the monument. I remember Azarus telling me about these. Once upon a time, millennia ago, there had been a working portal network between a bunch of different planets. Then the ‘Gods’ had gone to war with each other, and now they were nearly all broken in some way. Apparently, there was only one working portal stone left on Vereden, and even then it was limited. It could only access one other planet. The one that the Orcs, Goblins, and Antium called home.

Indiqua.

Speaking of Antium…

Turning around, I saw that Venix was facing me as well. Before I could say anything, he reached up to take his hat off. For the first time, I got to see the Antium man’s face.

He…didn’t look as bug-like as I was expecting.

His facial features were mostly reminiscent of humanity. He had a mouth, a nose, and two eyes. None of them were quite like they were on me, for example, but they existed. He wasn’t very fleshy though, as his skin seemed to be made of a more inflexible copper-colored chitin. His head was completely bald of any hair, with only his two long antennae sticking out of his forehead. His nose was mostly flat and nonexistent except for a slight rise with two vertical slits for nostrils. His mouth was similar to a human as well, if not wide and possessed of rather more…pointed teeth in a human, obsidian in coloring. The light glinting off of his eyes drew my attention as well, letting me see that while they weren’t completely compound like an actual ant’s, they were still partially. He still had the normal white sclera, but he didn’t have either a visible pupil or iris. Instead, it looked like a pitch-black compound structure.

Other than…all of that, his facial features seemed mostly human proportions, if not with a slightly wider jaw. The overall effect was…a little odd. It was almost uncanny.

However, he wasn’t making a hostile move.

Instead, Venix was bowing his head in my direction.

“I’d like to apologize,” He told me, in his odd, flat tone of voice. “I leveled an accusation at you yesterday that was uncalled for.”

I blinked at him, caught off guard. “Did you...track me all the way out here just to apologize?” I asked incredulously, relaxing my grip on my spear.

Venix gave a short, sharp shake of his head in the negative. “I did not. I was already in the vicinity when I perceived your presence.”

We stood around in awkward silence for a moment. Well, at least I did. Venix gave no indication that he felt anything at all. I cleared my throat. “Well…apology accepted. I can see how someone would have thought my Bond Breaker was a Ward Breaker.” I paused for a moment, before turning back around to look at the portal stone. “Broken, huh. Do you know much about the portal stones?”

I heard Venix approach closer to the monument, but not step onto the stairs. “Not especially. However, I have encountered them before. All members of the Hive that step foot on Vereden must pass through one. That is where I learned the inscription.”

I turned around to face him anyway in my curiosity. “So you’ve been through one of the portals before? What was that like?”

Venix was silent for a moment. With his upper right arm, he pointed to the large green crystal spiral etched on the monument. “This is not true crystal. It is the portal itself, shrunken and solidified. Upon activation, in a working portal stone, it would expand outward into the portal itself, turning to pure energy as it did so. Then,” He moved his finger up to point at the broken blue gem. “Whatever that is, it would fire some form of…beam at the portal, setting the destination. Once set, you walk through the portal. It is an instantaneous transition. You cannot sense the mechanism behind it. The only reason you are able to tell you have moved planets is due to the change in Aether density.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “Does Indiqua have a weaker density or something?”

Venix gave me a small, mirthless smile. “The opposite. The Aether density is stronger than Vereden's. Thus, the monsters are stronger and appear more frequently. The jungle is…merciless.”

Huh. If the Aether is denser over there, and so are the monsters…

I’m guessing the people are generally stronger too.

I didn’t ask though. I just turned back to look at the broken portal stone. “I wonder how they really work.”

Venix stepped up beside me. I could see him shake his head. “I do not know. Nobody truly does, which is why the other planets are lost to us. Their operation is fairly simple, however. Around the back, you will be able to see the control mechanisms.”

Curious, I stepped around to the back of the monument to see what he was talking about. I was pretty surprised about what I found.

Set into the back of the stone in a large circle were six colored gemstones the size of my fist, surrounding a large rune in the center. Differently from the front of the monument, none of them were covered in moss. From the top in a clockwise motion, they were red, orange, yellow, blue, a sort of blue-ish purple, and finally purple.

That wasn’t what surprised me, however.

Laying at the foot of the monument below me, what looked like a puppy was napping in the morning sunlight. Crouching down to get a better look, I discovered that this definitely wasn’t a young dog of some kind.

It was a young wolf.

It was lying on its side, snoozing without a care in the world. It was an almost steel grey in color, and honestly pretty cute. The only thing was, I could it that it wasn’t a normal wolf. Growing on its forehead, just in front of its tiny pointed ears, were two small bumps on its forehead. I wonder if this was an infant monster or something? I’d never seen something like that before. Curious, I used Observe on it.

Name: 

Age: 2 months

Species: Spirit Wolf

I blinked at the small, snoozing wolf puppy. I…guess it wasn’t a monster, after all. Normally, a monster’s species was just listed with Observe as a monster. Not whatever a Spirit Wolf was. No ability listing, either.

Odd.

It didn't have a listing for either it's level or abilities, either...

Venix stepped around the monument, I guess because I’d been silent. He spotted the puppy as well. His hairless brow raised in surprise. “A Spirit Wolf?” He said incredulously, for once injecting emotion into his voice. I guess he had Observed it as well.

The sound of Venix’s voice seemed to finally do the trick in waking up the pup, as it yawned and stretched from its position on the stone stairs. Blinking open a pair of startlingly green eyes, the pup got to its feet and raised its head to look at me. It tilted its head to the side, almost as if it was studying me.

For a wild animal, it was surprisingly unafraid of either of us.

I raised my own head to look at Venix from my crouching position. “You know what it is?”

“Only through stories.” He told me, still staring at the young wolf in surprise. “It is a type of Mystic Beast, rarely seen. In the past, they are said to act as guides and protectors for lost…wayfarers...” He trailed off, his eyes flicking to the monument for a moment. With a small shake of his head, he continued. “I had thought them a myth, in truth. I’ve never heard of one appearing as a pup, however…”

Mystic Beast…

Guess I have another thing to ask Grey about, when he has the time.

Struck by a sudden urge, I stuck my hand out for the pup to smell. It leaned in and sniffed it, causing the canine to sneeze. After that though, it licked my hand a few times before barking at me.

Feeling a smile grow on my face, I put my hand on its head and started to pet the ‘Spirit Wolf’. It seemed to enjoy that, from its renewed panting. The pup suddenly looked up at me, causing me to lock eyes with it.

My green eyes met its own.

I…felt something, then. I couldn’t put it into words accurately. Beyond Magic, or Cultivation, or even Statuses, it felt like I was somehow brushing my soul against the pups. It wasn’t scary at all, though. Somehow, I could feel the inquisitiveness of the young wolf under my hand. At the same time, I could feel that it wasn’t surprised at this contact at all. Slowly, formlessly, I could feel the creature pose a question to me.

I blinked, breaking the contact. A little dizzy, I looked back up at Venix. “Has…anyone ever taken a Spirit Wolf as a…pet?”

Venix blinked at me slowly. “No.” He said. “I don’t believe they have.”

“Well,” I said, gazing back down at the patiently waiting pup. I opened up my arms. The young wolf jumped into them at the wordless gesture. He wasn’t very big right now, only about the size of a small dog back home, so it was easy for me to stand up under his full weight. The pup settled into my arms as if he belonged there. “I guess I’ll be the first.”

“Very well,” Venix said. I got the feeling he didn’t know how to react to the whole situation. He shook his head. “We should be returning to the encampment. They’re likely ready to leave by now.”

I nodded at him, before making my way down the steps of the broken portal stone. My new wolf watched the world curiously from his space in my arms. When I didn’t hear Venix following me, I turned around to see what was holding him up.

Venix had folded his four arms back into his sleeves and was gazing at the stone pensively. I opened my mouth to ask him what was up, but he interrupted me before I could.

“Monument now still,

Enchantment’s touch fades away,

Forest keeps its tale.”

With a deep sigh, Venix turned away from the stone and walked down the stairs. “I will gather your kill. You are…occupied.” With that, Venix walked over to the dead deer I had left over on the edge of the clearing and easily picked it up. I noticed he was careful not to get any of its blood on his white robe.

I looked down at the pup in my arms, causing it to look up at me curiously. “Did he just haiku?” I asked, bemused. The pup barked at me in response.

Flicking my eyes back to the monument briefly, I thought about Venix’s spontaneous poem.

Enchantment’s touch fades away…

“How about Fade, huh?” I asked the Spirit Wolf in my arms.

Fade barked at me again.

I guess he liked it.

            

    
        Chapter 78 - Cinders

    
    
    
    
                “He’s a cute one, all right,” Azarus said to me later that day. We were sitting together in the back of Gren’s wagon as it rattled along down the road.

Venix had been right about the fact the caravan was all set and ready to go. By the time we’d gotten back, the last bits of the camp had been in the process of being torn down and loaded up. Venix had handed off my kill to a harried Rachel, who had handed it off to a few of her assistants. I’d stuck around only long enough to see them start tearing that poor deer apart in record time.

Goddamn, but proper Butchers could part out an animal quickly.

Venix had left me at that point to check in with the Ironclad, while I had meandered over to Gren’s wagon. I’d been greeted by either baffled or interested stares from the people loading it up. I’d found out that Grey had elected to travel in the Ironclad for now with Sylvia and his apparent subordinates. That left Azarus, Walter, Rachel, Van and I to travel with Gren in his wagon. Any questions or explanations about the new wolf pup in my arms had been put off while I pitched in.

I’d set the newly named Fade down to watch the bipeds throw bags and boxes around. He was remarkably well-behaved, only watching us curiously from the side with his furry little tail wagging.

Before long we’d been on the road, leading to the current scene. Walter was playing with Fade by playing tug of war. He’d elected to use some of the venison jerky the camp cooks had made. The wolf pup seemed to be both enjoying himself and the meat at the same time, enthusiastically tearing at the jerky in Walter’s hands. Walter himself seemed to be enjoying himself more than I’d ever seen him as well, based on the smile on his face.

Meanwhile, Van had joined Gren up on the driver's seat above us. They were engaged in conversation, but I couldn’t exactly hear what they were saying. The tone sounded serious to me though.

That just left Azarus, Rachel, Walter, and I inside to play with the pup. Rachel was conked out, though. I think all the frantic packing of the camp had tired her out and she’d opted for a nap. Azarus and I were talking while we watched Walter play with Fade.

I hummed. “Venix told me he was a Mystic Beast. Something called a Spirit Wolf. You know anything about that?” I asked Azarus.

“Yup,” Azarus replied, eyes tracking said wolf. “Well, a little at least. Mystic Beasts are kinda like animals that are a halfway point between monsters and your regular everyday beast, yeah? Something happens to ‘em before they’re born, and they absorb a ton of Aether, but not enough to mutate into a monster. Just enough for ‘em to develop powers of their own. They don’t got a Status, and they ain’t worth any level progression, but ya shouldn’t underestimate ‘em. Some Mystic Beasts can get mighty powerful.”

“And Spirit Wolves?” I asked him, smiling at the sight of Fade pulling so hard on the jerky that he nearly caused Walter to fall over.

“Myths,” Azarus shrugged. “Didn’t think they really existed, to be honest with ya. What that Venix character told ya is about the extent of what I know about ‘em. Still…” He paused, reaching up to scratch his beard. “It’s probably a good omen fer the future, attractin’ one like that.”

We sat in silence for a moment, just watching the antics.

“You know,” I said hesitantly. “You…haven’t really mentioned what your plans are now. With Grey free, and essentially having helped illegally free a bunch slaves…”

Azarus hummed. “Likely have a warrant out for me head now,” He said, unconcerned. “If I ain't have one now, I will as soon as word reaches Vittolia. Probably been stricken from the Savoy scrolls, too. I ain’t gonna be welcome in the Principality any time soon.”

“And…that’s fine?”

“It was always the plan,” Azarus said, turning to face me. He had a serious look on his face. “I could probably go beg Ely for asylum, but I ain’t gonna put her in that position. Probably gonna try and get into the Academy and pick up some more education. Or hells, maybe I’ll join Grey’s Order. Everyone needs blades smithed, after all. I don’t think Grey’s the type of man to just cast me aside, after what we’ve been through.” A frown crossed his bearded face. “Besides, I’m feeling pretty damn done with my people. At least fer a while. Ain’t anywhere in Dwarven lands I want to be right now, not even the holds. There was a reason I left in the first place to get into this mess.” Azarus had a painful look on his face at the end.

I wasn’t sure what to make of that. “If…you want to talk about it…” I said carefully.

Azarus was silent for a moment, with a far-off look in his eye. He turned away from me to stare at the opposite wall. “Had a girl, once. In the holds.” He said quietly. “Almost stayed fer her. Things…went badly, and I was politely asked to leave. No hard feelings. I just wasn’t welcome anymore.” He sighed. “Didn’t want to stick around after that anyway.”

I stayed silent, just letting him reflect for a moment. As close as I felt these days with Azarus, I didn’t feel like it was my place to pry.

Azarus glanced at me from the corner of his eye. “You ever have anyone? You know, back where you’re from?”

I shook my head. “Nothing serious,” I told him. “A few flings here and there, but I just…didn’t have the time or energy for relationships. It all just went to caring for my dad.”

“Yeah,” Azarus said quietly, nodding. “I get that.”

At that, the conversation died. We ended up mostly sitting around in companionable silence for most of the day.

………………………………………

The next few weeks passed in much the same way, as the caravan trundled along toward Hollow Hill. Now that we had an actual force of armed veterans from this ‘Order’ leading the way, our pace picked up. About a week into our travel after getting underway, we finally exited dwarven lands. This was a bigger idea than I’d expected it to be with the former slaves of our caravan, as we ended up stopping that night for an impromptu party. It may have added another day to our journey, but I didn’t think the classers held it against the people of the caravan.

I think they understood.

Still, it wasn’t all fun and games on our trip. While we might have escaped Velancia, Herztal wasn’t exactly a safe place either. This was a country currently undergoing a bitter civil war, after all.

As I learned, Hollow Hill was considered to be a community that was on the periphery of the Kingdom. It was on the outskirts of Herztal, but still nowhere near where we ended up exiting the Barren Forest, the land that acted as a buffer zone for the two countries. We ended up essentially skirting the borders of Herztal along the forest in order to reach our destination.

In that time, I saw evidence of the war for the first time.

Nearly halfway to our destination, a particular group of former slaves insisted that we alter our course slightly. It was the people that I had been initially captured alongside by marauding elves, all those months ago. Apparently, their village, or what was left of it, lay in our path.

Rachel and Walter were among those former slaves. It was their village they wanted us to find.

Despite the setback, the other escapees of our caravan backed them up. Under pressure from the caravan, the impromptu leaders had gathered to decide if they would acquiesce. Bafflingly, I found that I had a say in these matters, along with Grey and Gren.

I guess because I was their leader's new apprentice?

I voted to change our course, of course. Not just because Rachel and Walter were my friends, but for more pragmatic reasons as well. If the village was still standing, like they had told me it had been before they left, maybe there were supplies for us to find there. We were doing surprisingly good on that front considering how impromptu our flight from Addersfield had been, but we could always use more. Or hell, maybe some of the slaves would want to hop off at that point and start a new life in a village that was hopefully still intact, if not dusty. We weren’t holding anyone in this caravan captive, after all. Everyone could come and go as they pleased, as was their right as free men and women. It’s just…no one had chosen to do that yet.

We ended up changing our course. My hopes were in vain, however.

When we reached the place where we’d been told the village would be, all we found were ruins.

It looked like a battle had rolled through this village. From what I understood, that’s what had caused the people here to flee in the first place, only to be waylaid by elves and enslaved. They’d been frightened that a battle was going to break out and spill into their home. I guess their poor headsman had been prescient after all.

It was a burnt pile of cinders and sorrow, mostly. There weren’t any buildings still standing when we rolled into the ‘village’. If that wasn’t enough, it didn’t look like whoever had won the battle here had bothered to collect any of the dead. There were dried-out, desiccated remains of human soldiers scattered all through the ruins, in a few different kinds of uniforms. As I was told, the remains we found wearing crimson tabards edged in green with an image of a fiery sun rising over a mountaintop were Herztalian infantrymen. The ones wearing blue and white tabards, however, with two Sculpted arms crossed over a large upright crescent moon, one arm stitched in silver and the other in bronze, represented the Uprising.

Unfortunately, this was also how I saw other Sculpted than Sylvia for the first time. While the majority of Uprising soldier corpses here seemed to surprisingly be human, there were plenty of dead Sculpted to see.

They weren’t all like Sylvia.

Most seemed to be made from far cheaper materials than the pure Mythril that she was. I saw plenty of them made from simple stone or iron, with some being made of softer metals like bronze. Hell, I think I even saw one made from wood, sadly shattered into a million splinters in the ruins of his armor and tabard.

With permission from the former slaves who formerly lived here, the caravan had decided to bury the dusty remains of the soldiers who had fought and died for this small village in the middle of nowhere. We got to work on that, while the former inhabitants tried to sadly pick over the locations of where their homes had been, desperate for old keepsakes left behind.

They had little success.

Meanwhile, the rest of us got to work on our self-imposed task. It took quite a while, even with both the superhuman strength and endurance on display, as well as the amount of volunteers.

There were a lot of bodies.

When we were done with our grim work, we packed back up and left the sight of the dead village behind us.

The mood in the caravan after finding that village was more somber. I think it was just now hitting some of the former slaves that, while they had escaped their slavery, they didn’t exactly have a safe place to flee to. They had mostly fled the war in the first place, and now they were back in the middle of it. Not many of the people that we had saved had much of a life or a home to return to.

Not only that, but the monster presence in these lands was higher than expected, even though we were well beyond the reach of the Ward Break back in Addersfield. From what I was told by a melancholy Grey one night, the bloodshed and battle that was occurring in these lands had a knock-on effect of heightening monster spawns. Apparently, it had something to do with the amount of Aether that was being released by the deaths of so many people and soldiers.

I volunteered for scout duty, after that. The monsters that were swarming these lands apparently weren’t too strong for me, so it was time for another kind of hunting. I ended up gaining another couple of levels, before we finally arrived at Hollow Hill. That put me at level thirty-two, now.

By the end of the second week, we’d finally arrived at Hollow Hill.

I…certainly wasn’t expecting the huge military encampment carefully arranged just outside the walls of the sleepy little town.

            

    
        Chapter 79 - Hollow Hill

    
    
    
    
                Hollow Hill was much the way it had been described to me. It was bigger than Addersfield, not that that was much of an accomplishment. It didn’t hold a candle to the monstrous size that Rhoscara had been. It seemed cozy, to me.

Much as the name implied, the town was built on top of a low hill. I didn’t see what could be ‘hollow’ about it, though it was quite large. I wasn’t exaggerating when I said that the entirety of the town was built upon the slopes. It was only at the base of the hill that large cobblestone walls rose up to encircle it. Still, they weren’t tall enough to obstruct my view. Curiously, I could see a large, stone tower rising into the sky at the peak of the hill.

The military encampment encircling the town was a more pressing matter, though.

To my eyes, it didn’t seem like Hollow Hill was being besieged. No, rather it seemed like the camp was growing outward from the walls like an extra town. As our caravan drove closer to the town in the distance, I was able to get a better look at the forces encircling it.

I wasn’t any kind of military expert, but there must have been thousands of soldiers up ahead. It was the single largest gathering of strength I had seen since arriving on Vereden. I hadn’t seen even a fraction of this amount of soldiers when I had been in Rhoscara. I reminded myself that all of these soldiers likely had active Statuses as well, making them even more deadly. I honestly had to wonder how such a force would fair against the military from back home, even if they mostly fought in melee.

I don’t think all of these soldiers were here just from the Uprising, as well. Sure, I saw a large section with a large blue and white banner to represent them, but that wasn’t the only one I saw. My eyes could see nearly a dozen different banners, all representing forces of varying amounts of size.

I was knocked out of my reconnaissance by the wagon unexpectedly coming to a stop. Looking around in confusion, I saw that it was because the Ironclad holding the Order forces had stopped just ahead of our wagon. I don’t know why, we had only reached the absolute edges of the military encampment. Luckily, it didn’t seem like the guards from the encampment cared much. They’d likely seen the large eclipsed moon symbol painted on the Ironclad and came to the conclusion we were friendly.

I guess lax guards weren’t only a problem in Addersfield.

Today, I’d been sitting up front with Gren when we had been approaching the town. Fade was up here with me, taking a nap on the bench next to me. He was young enough right now that he didn’t do much more than eat, sleep, and play. This was one of his sleep periods. I’d stood up on the bench in order to get a better view once we’d arrived in eyesight of Hollow Hill.

I looked down at Gren. “Do you know what this is about?”

“No,” He shook his head. “But I think we’re about to find out.” He raised an arm to point at something ahead of us.

Turning around to follow his finger, I saw that Sylvia was hurrying in our direction, carrying something in her arms. Before I could say anything, I was cut off by her throwing what she was carrying up at me. Barely managing to catch it before I was knocked off my feet, I found that she had thrown me a large burlap bag filled with something soft inside. Opening it, I found that it seemed to be stuffed with clothes. Fancy ones, I noticed. Where the hell had she gotten these?

I didn’t get a chance to ask her. “You and Azarus put those on!” Sylvia called out to me from where she had thrown the bag, hands cupped around her mouth. I saw Azarus poke his head out of the slit window near the bench at the mention of his name. “Both of you meet us up front when you’re done!” Before I could ask her any questions, she scurried away to rejoin the Ironclad.

I looked back down and exchanged a baffled look with Azarus. Gren interrupted us before we could say anything.

“Well? You heard the lady. Get to changing, boys.” He said with an amused grin.

………………………………………

A few minutes later, both Azarus and I hopped down from the back of Gren’s wagon, dressed in our new clothes. They had been as fancy as they looked in the bag, it turned out. Self-consciously, I tugged at the black, nearly military-style blazer with silver buttons I was wearing. How the hell had they gotten this to fit me so closely? I hadn’t sat for any fittings. The outfit was combined with a pair of similarly cut black pants with shiny silver piping on them. Azarus was wearing an outfit to my own, tailored to meet his much stockier form.

“What the hells is Grey playing at?” He grumbled, tugging at this high collar.

I shrugged at him. “Guess we’ll find out. C’mon.”

Before we left though, I asked Gren to keep an eye on Fade. The wolf puppy had woken up while we were changing clothes and was inspecting us curiously with a tilted head.

We set off to meet the growing crowd assembling outside of the Ironclad. There were a few people from the caravan hanging around, no doubt curious to see why we had stopped. But for the most part, the crowd was comprised of the inhabitants of the Ironclad. It looked like they were all exiting the massive wagon and getting ready for something. Mostly, it seemed like they were trying to pretty themselves up, shining their armor or buffing their leathers.

I didn’t see Grey or Sylvia, though.

Before I could try and find them, I was stopped by Illuvia hurrying out of the crowd in our direction. I didn’t manage to get a word out before she started fussing over me. She straightened my jacket, combed my hair back with her claws, and even pulled my pants up higher rapidly. “W-what.” I stepped back from her, flustered at the contact. “What the hell?”

Illuvia ignored me, stepping back herself. She gazed down at my raggedy leather shoes that I still hadn’t replaced from my time in Addersfield. “No time,” She said, clucking her vulpine tongue and shaking her head. She turned an intense gaze to Azarus next.

He took an instinctual step back. “Back, ya she-devil,” Azarus said defensively. That didn’t save him from the same treatment I’d gotten.

You know, it was actually kind of funny seeing it happen to someone else.

When Illuvia was done…dwarfhandling Azarus, she took out something from a pocket. It turned out to be a metal pin in the shape of a moon, half-revealed from an oncoming eclipse. She pinned it to the side of Azarus’s blazer, and turned to me. She fixed one to my jacket as well. Looking down, I could see that it was a crescent moon this time.

“They mark you as members of the Grand Marshal’s retinue,” Illuvia said shortly, interrupting me before I could even ask. “Now come on, we don’t have all day.” She got behind Azarus and I, laying a hand on our backs and urging us on. Well, okay then.

Illuvia escorted us through the crowd of classers assembled in front of the Ironclad. It looked like everyone was just standing around waiting for something. I didn’t see Grey or Sylvia anywhere, though.

I heard the doors of the Ironclad clang open around the back of the enormous wagon. Turning around, I saw that the crowd behind me was parting. Stepping through them were the absent father and daughter.

I could see that they had dressed up all fancy as well.

Sylvia was wearing an outfit very similar to mine and Azarus’s, except her pin looked to be a full eclipse, unlike ours. I guess because she was Grey’s daughter? Her golden hair was also tied up in a high ponytail as well, eschewing her usual free-flowing style outside her mask.

Grey though.

Well.

Grey finally looked like the powerful wizard he was supposed to be, instead of just my kooky and secretive old man mentor.

He was standing straight and tall in a set of jet black robes belted at his waist, allowing me to see the white silk shirt he was wearing. Underneath that, I could tell that he was wearing a set of thin chainmail, remarkably similar in appearance and hue to the Mythril that Sylvia was born from. The robes themselves were inscribed from hem to high collar with runes wrought from the same metal. Sturdy black breaches that ended in solid leather boots completed his apparel.

But that wasn’t all he had.

Grey had a longsword belted on the right side of his waist. I couldn’t see much of the sword itself, as it was in a scabbard. But I could nearly feel the power rolling off of the blade. What he was holding in his left hand though, caught my attention much more.

It was a staff. An actual wizard’s staff.

Made of a twinned metal that spiraled up and down the length of the staff in alternating silvery white and obsidian black, it culminated in the largest diamond at the head I’d ever seen. Fist sized and clear as glass, it was carved into the shape of an orb. Deep inside of it though, I could see a spark of pitch-black energy roiling inside the gem. If the power I could feel from the sword was a bonfire, this staff was the sun. It was nearly blinding in its intensity, causing me to hurriedly try to shutter my Aetherial sense as far as I could.

Grey and Sylvia had reached us while I was, quite honestly, gaping at them. Grey had an amused smile on his face at the look on my own. “Quite different from how you’ve seen me to this point, isn’t it?”

I numbly nodded my head. Even with my Aetherial sense muted, I could still feel the power radiating from his weapons.

Grey leaned closer to me in order to whisper. “In truth, I don’t dare use either of these right now. They’re too powerful for my current level of strength. If I did, they’d likely tear me apart from the forces wrought.”

Azarus and Sylvia leaned into our conversation as well. “Then what’re ya doing with it?” Azarus whispered back, confused.

“It’s all a show,” Sylvia answered quietly. “We’re going to make a big production of marching through the camp, making sure everyone can see that Father is back. We need to, in order to assuage our allied forces. Morale has been low ever since Father’s abduction, and his presence should help.”

Oh, I see now. “And I’m guessing we’re here,” I whispered, gesturing to me and Azarus. “To show you have new allies or something?”

“Something, yes,” Grey said wryly, stepping back and breaking our huddle. “Shall we? The caravan shall be following along behind us, and Illuvia has gone to instruct Gren on where to park it. Meanwhile, we march to where the allied Uprising headquarters has been set up. At my tower, in town.” He nodded towards the tall tower that was still visible over top of the walls, from its place at the highest point of the hill.

I took a deep breath. “Alright then. Let’s do it.”

………………………………………

And so we did. For the next half hour, we slowly marched through the large military encampment, making sure that everyone could see us. The guards of the camp had finally started paying attention to us when they noticed Grey, and had scrambled to get out of the way of our caravan and procession. Not before sending a runner off to the town first, though, I noticed.

Grey marched at the head of our column, with a stern expression on his usual affable features. Sylvia walked next to him at his right, while Azarus and I walked just off to the side and behind the two of them. Curiously enough, I eventually noticed that Venix was trailing not too far from us, eyes fixed to the crowd.

I don’t think any of us were catching much attention, though. Most of it was reserved for Grey.

Word of Grey’s presence seemed to be spreading through the camp like wildfire. As we marched through it, more and more people began to show up to gawk at us. I could visibly see the effect on the soldiers that he was having. From the sea of faces that I saw, human and Sculpted both, I began to see something inspiring dawn.

Hope.

By the time our procession had reached the wide open gates of the town, we had gathered quite a crowd that trailed in our wake. If not for the classers of the caravan, and the shouted gripes of Gren, they would have impeded the horses and oxen pulling it. Ahead of us, I could see that the runner had grabbed a large group of people to meet us at the gates of Hollow Hill.

One of them stepped forward to meet us.

While Azarus was the tallest dwarf I’d ever met, this guy was the tallest human I’d ever met, either on Vereden or Earth. He must have been over seven feet tall. He was clad in a set of blood-red plate armor, leaving only his face revealed. The man had a shaggy, leonine mane of golden hair, streaked through with grey, and an equally large beard of the same shade. His eyes shone a bright, almost neon blue out of his craggy, square-jawed features. While he seemed like a stern sort, just based on appearance, he didn’t seem that way right now.

He just looked relieved.

Grey marched up to him confidently, causing the man to bend down Grey’s level. They clasped forearms as if they were old friends, and leaned forward to have a short, whispered conversation. I noticed that the massive man’s eyes briefly flicked up to rake over Azarus and I. His gaze lingered on me for a moment, before turning back to Grey. With a final exchange of nods, he stepped back. From his spot in front of the gates, Grey turned around to look at the enormous crowd of soldiers that had gathered to see his return. The crowd fell dead silent at the regard that Grey was directing their way.

“Friends!” Grey said loudly, somehow causing his voice to echo around the entire crowd. I blinked. I hadn’t even seen him cast a spell. “Countrymen! Though I have been unwillingly absent these long months, I have returned! I, Headmaster Greycton of the Academy of Mystic Arts! Grand Marshal of the Order of the Eclipsed Dawn! Do hereby swear! From this moment, until the last! I will fight to see an end to this pointless, senseless conflict! As of now, I promise you! The days of this war are NUMBERED!”

The crowd of soldiers burst into raucous cheers.

            

    
        Chapter 80 - Goodbyes

    
    
    
    
                After Grey’s impromptu speech to the troops, our caravan was quickly escorted into the town proper. The gates weren’t quite shut behind us, but the large guard contingent that was posted seemed to be a pretty firm reminder not to bother us. Once inside, our ragtag caravan of former slaves was descended upon by the townsfolk at the request of Grey. A good amount of them had gathered in the town square to greet him. I guess he was pretty well-liked in his hometown.

As I watched the people that I had helped save get escorted away by the people of Hollow Hill to get fussed over, I couldn’t help but let out a sigh of relief. I felt a little guilty about it, but I was incredibly relieved that I was no longer in any way responsible for looking after the former slaves of Addersfield. Now the work of getting them back on their feet didn’t depend on the efforts of some kind of…homeless interplanetary strandee.

Wow.

I sure didn’t like thinking of my situation in those terms. Moving on.

Once the people of the caravan had been sorted out, that just left what I had been mentally referring to as ‘my group’ along with the people from the Order. In other words, me, Azarus, Grey, Sylvia, Walter, Rachel, Van, and Gren. Fade was sitting at my feet as well, silently observing our antics. I could tell that Grey was already being urged to step away into some kind of closed-door meeting. The huge guy in the red plate mail had left after exchanging some quiet words with Grey, along with a number of other Order people. Illuvia had stuck around though, presumably to keep an eye on the returned Headmaster. Speaking of…

Grey cleared his throat, drawing the attention of the group. He smiled at us. “Well! So our journey comes to an end. Mr. Freelith,” He said to Gren. “As promised, you will be compensated for undertaking such a perilous task. I’ll make sure that one of the Order treasurers seeks you out. Mr. Belluci, Ms. Fergusson and Mr. Meyers, I’m afraid that I don’t know what your current plans are?”

Rachel and Walter exchanged glances while Van stepped up, looking more confident in himself than I had seen since before our escape. He bowed slightly to Grey. “I will be leaving with Merchant Freelith once he has restocked, Headmaster. I’ve spoken to him, and he has agreed to take me on as an apprentice.”

I started in surprise. This was the first I had heard about this. Judging by the look on Azarus’s face, it was for him too. “You…sure, Van?” He asked hesitatingly.

Vandimar Belluci turned to face Azarus with a melancholy smile. “I’m sure, Lord Azarus. I’m afraid that the life of a revolutionary simply wouldn’t suit me. This isn’t goodbye, my friend. Only until we meet again.” He stepped forward and extended his arm to Azarus.

Azarus took a deep breath and then gripped Van’s forearm. “Safe travels, Van.”

“You as well, my lord,” Van said with shiny eyes.

Gren stepped up as well. “Don’t you worry, Azarus. I’ll keep an eye on this soft-hands. Maybe teach him a thing or two as well.”

Azarus huffed a laugh, while Van faked outrage, laying a hand on his chest. “Keep an eye on yourself, too. Got the feeling Principality lands are gonna get real chaotic soon.”

With the dwarves wrapping up, Rachel and Walter stepped forward to approach Grey and I. “Ah…H-headmaster,” Walter stuttered, before stopping. He took a deep breath before trying again. “Headmaster, I’d like to ask for…a favor.”

“Of course, Mr. Meyers,” Grey said with a raised eyebrow. “Ask away.”

“I…don’t have anyone anymore,” Walter said, eyes downcast. “My family was all k-killed by those elves. I don’t have any other relatives. I don’t have any money. I don’t even really have many levels or much skill in Professions yet. But…even still…I have a favor to ask you.” He raised his eyes to meet Grey’s, surprisingly resolute. “Will you let me attend your Academy? I think…that way I can have an actual future.”

Grey smiled widely at Walter. “I would be absolutely delighted to admit you, Mr. Meyers. I think that’s a wonderful idea. Don’t worry about the tuition, I’ll make sure that it’s taken care of. You can provisionally consider yourself a first-year student at the Academy of Mystic Arts,” His smile took a wry edge. “Well, once the current situation in the Kingdom has been dealt with.”

I stepped forward and clapped Walter on the shoulder. “Congrats, Walter! Don’t let all the homework keep you down, eh?”

“I’d say the same thing to you, Nathan,” I heard Grey say to me. I turned to face him in surprise. My mentor had a mischievous smile on his aged face. “As my apprentice, once this conflict has been resolved, I intend to enroll you as well.”

I blinked in surprise. Before I could say anything, Azarus cleared his throat loudly. Looked like he had finished his goodbyes to the other dwarves. Grey rolled his eyes. “Yes, Azarus, there is a place for you. I’ll make sure you’re enrolled when the time comes. The Academy welcomes peoples of all species.”

Azarus stepped back, satisfied.

Meanwhile, Grey turned to face Rachel. “And you, Ms. Fergusson? Did you have a request of me? Perhaps you would like to enroll in the Academy as well?”

“Nay,” Rachel said, shaking her head. She crossed her arms, unbothered to be talking to such a powerful person. “Schoolin’ ain’t fer me. I was wonderin’ if ye needed a cook.”

Grey blinked slowly at her. “Ah…I suppose. I would be happy to hire you on as part of my personal kitchen staff. You’ve certainly demonstrated enough skill, managing the caravan kitchen. However, the majority of said staff is currently in the capital. You…can practice your craft in the tower until your employment can be finalized.”

Rachel nodded, satisfied. “Good enough fer me.”

………………………………………

After that, I made sure to give my own goodbyes to Gren and Van. I wasn’t very close with either of them, but I still appreciated their help these past few weeks. Both of them clasped my forearm and wished me well. I did the same.

With our business settled, Illuvia informed us that a meeting had been called to brief Grey on the war situation. Somewhat apologetically, she said that only members of Grey’s retinue could follow him into the meeting, meaning that Walter and Rachel would have to sit it out. They didn’t seem to mind. Hell, Walter had been happy to look after Fade while I was busy in the tower.

I didn’t think a military headquarters would appreciate the presence of an animal, no matter how cute he was.

Illuvia led our group up through the small town of Hollow Hill to what was apparently Grey’s wizard tower. He told me on the walk up there that he hadn’t actually been born in the tower, but had built it centuries ago as a retreat. Sometimes, he told me, he just wanted to get away from his responsibilities and relax. It was also apparently where he had done most of his original experiments in creating the Sculpted. Sylvia was ‘born’ in that tower.

Thankfully for my opinion of Grey, the facade wasn’t extravagantly decorated. The tower was mostly plain grey stone stretching high into the sky, with a crenelated battlement at the top. It was large though. Much larger than I would expect one person to need. Honestly, it looked more like a slice of a castle.

As Illuvia led us inside the tower, I saw that it wasn’t very ostentatious inside as well. Rather it seemed like it would normally seem downright homey. I say normally, because even the bottom floor which mostly seemed to function as an entryway was absolutely packed. Tables were haphazardly shoved against the circular walls, where clerks and soldiers were pouring over parchment. On one wall, a large map of what must be the continent, or perhaps the world of Vereden, was pinned to the stone. Wherever there weren’t piles of paper though, there were supplies. Crates and boxes and bags dotted every last free space available. There was a low, tense undertone to the chatter that filled the air inside the tower.

Grey wandered over to one of the bags and opened it. I peeked over his shoulder to get a look myself. Inside, it seemed like the burlap bag was filled with flour. Grey looked up and raised an eyebrow at Sylvia.

She shrugged. “I told them that they could use the bottom floors of the tower how they saw fit.”

Grey snorted before closing the bag. “Are they…?” He trailed off, directing a question to Illuvia.

She dipped her furry head. “The second floor has been temporarily converted to a war room, Grand Marshal.”

“Temporarily converted,” Grey muttered to himself, before shaking his head. He started making his way through the chaos of the ground floor, with Sylvia, Azarus, Illuvia, and myself following him. Well, and Venix. Glancing back, I found that he was still following us silently.

That guy was surprisingly unobtrusive for being a giant ant person.

The personnel on the ground floor were too busy to pay any attention to us, so we reached the staircase set along one wall without being accosted pretty easily. Climbing up it, I found that the war room was an accurate depiction.

The second floor was dominated by a huge circular table that lay in the center of it. On that table were more maps, reports, and scraps of parchment than I could count. I’d give them this, though. It did seem more organized than downstairs.

Arranged around the table were a…lot of chairs. Most of them were filled. In fact, I’d say that the war room was pretty goddamn packed in general. I guess most of the important people had been notified of Grey’s return.

As we stepped off of the landing onto the floor, dozens of eyes fell on our party. The people sitting down hastily stood up. My step nearly stuttered at the attention, but Grey didn’t seem to care at all. He just calmly started making his way to the biggest chair that was arranged around the table. The huge guy from earlier in the red plate was standing up from a chair next to the one Grey was beelining to. I tried to follow his example, making sure to follow in his footsteps. Illuvia faded into the crowd of people, while Venix merely lingered near the entrance of the room. As Grey reached the chair, Sylvia moved around to stand on the right and slightly behind the chair. I followed her example, deciding to stand off to the left and behind Grey, while Azarus stood next to me.

Grey let go of his staff. It didn’t fall over, instead hovering in an upright position next to him. Slowly, my mentor lowered into the chair with a sigh of satisfaction. “Ahh,” He said aloud into the dead silent room, closing his eyes in pleasure. “There’s nothing quite like sitting in your own chair after a long journey, isn’t there?” Opening his eyes, Grey swept them across the room and the people in it. “Please, my friends. Be seated. Let us not waste any time. Marshal Leopold, if you would be so kind as to update me on the state of the Uprising?”

One by one, the important-looking people lowered back into their chairs, some more opulent than others. The only person who didn’t was the huge guy in red plate. I’m guessing this was ‘Marshal Leopold’.

Said Marshal lowered his head in Grey’s direction. “As you wish, Grand Marshal,” He said in a deep, rumbling voice.

“The Uprising is failing.”

            

    
        Chapter 81 - War Council

    
    
    
    
                Marshal Leopold's words clearly didn’t sit well with the audience, as I saw multiple people around the table make faces. In particular, the Sculpted in the room seemed most upset. One of them, which seemed to be made of gold of all things, nearly jumped to his feet before being restrained by another, less ostentatiously crafted Sculpted.

The Marshal paid no attention to them, merely focusing his attention on Grey.

Grey spoke first, though. “In what way? Even in my…absence, I heard of a battle that occurred near the Duchy of Helstein that went poorly for our forces. Surely one lost battle hasn’t spelled doom for the entirety of the Uprising.”

Leopold grimaced. “Normally, you would be correct. While we were pushed back in the Battle of Helstein, we didn’t suffer a decisive defeat. However, we were sent reeling, and elements of the Loyalist intelligence forces took advantage of that chaos. They chose that moment to strike directly at the heart of the Uprising. Our support from the Nobility.”

That didn’t sound good.

“They must have been waiting for the perfect opportunity,” The Marshal continued. “Because in an operation that must have taken months of planning, hostile operatives struck simultaneously across the Kingdom. They didn’t choose to assassinate our backers, no. That would have merely emboldened their successors. Instead, these operatives chose to kidnap the children and heirs of every sympathetic hand that was outstretched to us. Since that time, the Loyalists have been holding these children hostage against the Nobility to keep them from supporting us. The knock-on effects have been costly for the Uprising.”

Grey furrowed his brow. “I had thought the amount of forces gathered here was thin.” I gave him a side-eye at that. That huge gathering of soldiers outside the wall was considered thin? Grey leaned forward in his huge chair. “Do we know where they’re being held? Surely, attempts at rescue have been considered.”

Grey’s words caused an uncomfortable stir to sweep through the room. Looking around, I saw plenty of faces that looked like they were either apocalyptically angry, or in the depths of despair.

Leopold took a deep breath. “Our efforts to locate these hostages recently paid off. Since then, however…we’ve been at a standstill. It turns out, the Loyalist leadership decided to place them in the most well-defended and simultaneously horrific place in the Kingdom they could. The island prison of Caer Drarrow.”

Grey’s head reeled back as if he had been struck. “Unconscionable,” He said in shock, before furrowing his brow in genuine anger. “These up-jumped peacocks would dare to place children in those halls? In the very prison that I designed to contain classers?”

“We didn’t think they would stoop so low, either,” Leopold answered soberly. “Which is why it took our agents so long to discover where they were.”

Grey drummed his fingers on the table in irritation. “Where is the High King in all of this? Surely, he wouldn’t have approved of such a course of action?”

“He hasn’t been seen in months,” One of the bystanders seated around the table answered. Flicking my eyes in that direction, I saw that it was an older, grey-haired man dressed in rich blue clothing. His drooping face was etched in a pained frown. “We…think that he might be…” He trailed off.

“Dead.” Leopold finished for him grimly.

A tense silence descended on the room.

“Dead?” Grey said, shocked. “How? Surely these ‘Loyalists’ wouldn’t actually turn on the King they’re supposed to be championing?”

Another richly dressed man around the table snorted in disgust. “It depends on which King.” He said bitterly. This one was…kind of fat, and dressed in browns and reds.

Leopold nodded. “The problem is that Prince Alaric, King Otto’s heir apparent, has decided to back the Loyalists. We believe that he’s working with them in order to secure the throne. However, it’s odd. They haven’t announced the King’s death, even though we strongly believe His Majesty has passed. If they did, Alaric could easily ascend to the throne. Instead, Alaric has been dividing the royal family by turning on his younger brother’s faction. Prince Oskar has been vocally supportive of the Uprising, to an extent.”

“Extent is right.” The fat noble said sourly. “Oskar supports the idea of Sculpted personhood, but not to the extent of rebellion. Still, that’s apparently enough for Alaric to turn on him. From what we’ve heard, the capital is on the verge of exploding into a third side in the war. Oskar is well-loved by his supporters. Still, we can’t act on it. Alaric’s Loyalists have a knife to our children’s throats.”

“Which is why we’re relieved to see you returned, Headmaster,” The droopy noble from earlier said to Grey. “You constructed the Prison, and we were hoping you knew a way to bypass its defenses in order to free our heirs.”

“Not only that,” Leopold interjected. “But certain members of our leadership have, unfortunately, been captured as well. We believe that they’re being held at Caer Drarrow as well.”

Grey sighed. “Who have they captured?”

At that, the gold sculpted from earlier burst from his chair. “They have Rick! They have him, I know they do!” He shouted in a flanging voice.

Leopold rounded on the shouting Sculpted. “Control yourself, Aurum.” He growled. “You are not the only one to be missing comrades,” Under the Marshal’s glower, the golden Sculpted man sunk back into his chair, chastised. Leopold turned back to Grey. “It is as he says, Grand Marshal. It is believed that the Loyalists captured the current leader of the Sculpted, Woodrick. However, we’re unsure. He simply disappeared one night from the Sculpted camp, with no one the wiser. That…” Leopold hesitated for a moment. “That, however, hasn’t been our greatest loss.”

Grey raised an eyebrow at Leopold. “What could have happened that was worse than losing the elected leader of an entire people?”

“In your absence,” Leopold started slowly. “The Academy was left leaderless. Shortly after your disappearance, the proper succession of command took place, with your Deputy Headmistress assuming your duties. She was allowed to remain at her post in an uneasy agreement of enforced neutrality with the Loyalists, until the Battle of Helstein. In the aftermath, and when the abductions took place, many of the children and heirs that were taken were within the walls of the Academy. The Deputy Headmistress objected to this. Strongly. However, she was overpowered by the force sent to secure the children, and captured as well. We believe Lady Honoka has been interned at Caer Drarrow as well.”

I heard Sylvia gasp softly in surprise. But that wasn’t what caught my attention the most.

During Leopolds explanation, the room began to darken gradually in a familiar way. By the time the Marshal was finished, there was a visible shadow in the room. Glancing down at Grey, I saw what I was expecting. Grey was furious, face twisted in rage at what he was hearing.

“These fools think to strike directly at my Academy, do they,” Grey seethed. “They will come to regret their decisions, I promise you. Leopold, correct me if I’m wrong, but the primary instigators behind the Loyalist faction are Lords Rosberry, Valeard, Graden, and Olsen, correct?”

Marshal Leopold was unphased at the environmental display of might. The same couldn’t be said for the rest of the room, many of whom looked unsettled. “You are correct, Grand Marshal. After your disappearance, those Lords were the ones who exacerbated the situation. Were they also the ones who…facilitated your absence?”

Grey took a deep breath, visibly calming himself. The lighting in the room returned to normal, to the visible relief of its inhabitants. “I suspect so, though I was not held by any of them. Rather, I was held in a location within Principality borders by a group that is…no longer of any concern. Incidentally, I suspect that the Loyalists have had some degree of dwarven support.”

“What?” A noble said, this time a woman dressed in white. “The dwarves are interfering in the war? Who was it?”

“To a degree, I suspect so,” Grey said carefully. “However, if my suspicions are correct, then that support has likely ended with my escape. At the moment, we have bigger things to worry about than the Principality.” He blatantly ignored the question of who had actually been holding him, which confused me a little and definitely irritated the woman.

“And who are they?” She said sharply, gesturing towards me and Azarus. I stiffened, feeling the attention of the room fall in our direction. It wasn’t hostile attention, but people were definitely curious about our presence. Leopold in particular had an assessing glint in his eyes. “They are dressed in your colors and bear your mark, but we have not seen them before. I cannot help but find these individuals suspicious.”

Grey smiled slightly at the noble, unperturbed. “Why, these are the people that helped me escape, Lady Turnold,” He said, causing a stir in the room. “If not for their support, I’m unsure if I would have managed it myself. You see, in order to keep me imprisoned, I was affixed with a slave brand and collar.”

The room exploded into outraged shouts at that. Marshal Leopold put a stop to that, however, by slamming his gauntleted hand down onto the table with a thunderous crash. That worked to silence the room. “Quiet,” He growled. “Let the Grand Marshal speak.”

“Thank you, Leopold,” Grey dipped his head at him. “As I was saying, I was inflicted with the curse of slavery. However, this young man,” He said, gesturing to me. “Successfully devised a method of breaking the slave bond with my tutelage. I have chosen to take him as my personal apprentice”

There was an audible intake of breath at that. This time, the gazes that were sent my way were tinged with astonishment and awe. I flushed at the attention. Though, I also felt a familiar tingle run down my spine. I repressed a smirk. Yeah, you try and Observe me. I’d been keeping my Status completely concealed since we escaped Addersfield, not even letting my name show.

I guess nobles didn’t care about how rude it was to just Observe someone out of nowhere.

The woman in white wasn’t finished, however. “And the dwarf?” She said, gesturing to Azarus skeptically. “You just finished saying that you were imprisoned by dwarves, and yet one stands at your side?”

Grey met her eyes across the table calmly. “Yes. This particular dwarf risked a great deal and lost even more to help facilitate my escape. I will not hear a word said against him. Understood?” His last word was said with a sense of finality.

The woman was unperturbed by Grey’s heavy tone, but seemed satisfied nonetheless. She inclined her head at Grey slightly and sat back in her chair.

The table was silent for a moment before Grey broke it. “Returning to our next course of action, yes. Yes, I do believe I can free both our comrades and the children from Caer Drarrow. There are certain aspects to the wards of the prison that will recognize my presence and grant me access. However,” He said to the now electrified room. “I will require some time to recover from my ordeal and to assemble the tools I need for such an expedition.”

That deflated the mood a little. I think some of these nobles expected Grey to immediately charge out of the room like some kind of heroic storybook character to go rescue their children.

“Only a few days, however. A week at the most. Then I intend to depart Hollow Hill once again. This time, for Caer Drarrow.” Grey finished grimly.

……………………………………..

“So,” I said to Grey. “Are we going with you?”

It was later that night, and the meeting was over. After it, Grey and his followers, which included me I suppose, had followed him up to the third floor of the tower. Apparently, those were where the actual living quarters started. Thankfully, everything past the second floor had been left untouched by the chaos of the Uprising planning. People had actually respected Sylvia’s wish that they stay on the first two floors.

It was me, Grey, Azarus, and Sylvia sitting up here for now. Illuvia had left to report to the Marshal, while Venix had wandered off…somewhere. I’d retrieved Fade from Walter, so he was sitting in my lap as well, trying to see up over the lip of the table we were gathered around. Well, that or trying to get the scraps off of my dinner plate. We’d actually just finished eating dinner when I spoke up. I scooted my plate closer to the edge of the table so Fade could reach it. He enthusiastically set into the scraps of poultry left on the plate, even though he had just been fed earlier.

Glutton.

While I was playing with my pup, Grey had finished wiping his mouth with a cloth. “Coming with me? Do you perchance mean to Caer Drarrow?” He asked with a raised eyebrow.

I leaned back in my chair. “Yup. Are we?” I said, gesturing to the rest of the table. Azarus was nursing a beer of some kind, watching the conversation with a raised brow.

Sylvia meanwhile was meticulously clearing off her plate of food as well. It had actually surprised me to learn that Sculpted needed to eat every once in a while as well. Not as often as us organics did, but it was still helpful to them in some way. Something about Aether input? Apparently, as part of their design, they had one of those dissipating runes in their ‘stomach’ that I saw used mostly for…toilets. Organic material was the most efficient source of dissipated material for them, so that was why Sculpted still ate the same things we did. They could get by with just about anything, though. Some even preferred eating things like raw stone or tree bark, from what I’d been told. But they could actually taste what they were eating at the time, so most of them preferred an actual meal.

Grey hummed. “I suspect Sylvia is,” He exchanged a nod with his daughter when she looked up at the mention of her name. “And Azarus could accompany us as well, if he desires. Venix will insist, in his own way, on coming along. I’ll need to acquire the services of a healer as well. Perhaps Preceptor Eduard? The nature of this mission means that it will need to be a small strike group to get in and out quickly.” He mused, before shaking his head and looking at me. “But, well, you Nathan…”

Azarus spoke up before he could. “Yer a bit low-level, Nate.” He said bluntly, before taking a drink of his booze.

Grey winced but nodded. “You are…slightly under-leveled for such an expedition.”

“Yeah, but I can punch above my weight class with my racials,” I said, unbothered. It was the truth, anyway. I was the lowest level person at this table by far at thirty-two. Azarus was somewhere around one-fifteen, I think Sylvia was around ninety, and Grey of course was in his fucking seven-hundreds. “Plus, Aetherial Melding is a pretty great multi-tool if it comes down to it.”

Grey nodded slowly. “That is true. If you insist, Nathan…then you may accompany us.”

            

    
        Chapter 82 - Synergy

    
    
    
    
                I flopped down on my bed in Grey’s tower with a groan.

It had been several days now since we had arrived in Hollow Hill, and nothing interesting had been happening. Most of the time, I had been following around Grey as his now official apprentice. During that time, I’d pretty much just been a hanger-on. I didn’t have much to input on meetings about administration, or military management. When I’d pointed that out to Grey, he’d just raised an eyebrow at me and said I had to learn somehow.

Which, yeah. That was fair. I just wasn’t enjoying feeling even more out of my depth.

I should have followed Azarus and Sylvia’s lead and bailed. Azarus had excused himself early on to go keep himself busy in the city forges, which no one had complained about. While Sylvia had just vanished into the wind. I had no idea what she was doing. I’d only seen them over the last few days when we all met up for dinner in the tower.

I’d just gotten out of a meeting where Grey had been briefed on the logistical state of the Uprising. From what I’d gathered? Not very good.

Without the support of the noble families that had their children and heirs kidnapped, the Uprising was having trouble supplying their troops. Food and gear were thin on the ground without the support. Apparently, the Uprising only had a handful of months' worth of operational capacity before they were essentially extinct as a viable combat force.

In other words, ‘will you please get a move on and free those hostages’ had been the undertone of the meeting.

Incidentally, that was likely going to happen tomorrow. Grey had told me privately that the excuse of gathering supplies for the trip was ‘poppycock’. He could have gotten the necessary supplies for our run on the prison in hours, with how desperate the Uprising commanders were. Instead, he’d wanted a few more days for his strength to recover, as apparently, he was nearing a breakthrough in that regard. He’d given me a wink at that, which, you know, I hadn’t understood.

Grey being Grey, I suppose.

Still, we were ready now. I should be going to sleep early for the trip, but…

I just wasn’t tired.

Sitting back up with a groan, I decided to try a little experiment. I’d been putting something off for a while, and with how bored I was, that boredom was outweighing my apprehension. You see, I had a skill that I hadn’t figured out yet.

For freeing Grey from his slave brand, I’d gotten a title from the System. However, what was important about the title, was what it gave me. The general skill Synergy.

I had no idea what it did.

I’d played around with it after our escape from Addersfield and during the trip to Hollow Hill, but had gotten nowhere with it. When I tried to activate it on its own, I received the mental equivalent of an error message. The damn thing just didn’t want to work.

That had pretty much made me decide to put it off until later, and later was now.

I was already a little frustrated from the endless meetings, why not add to that frustration by beating my head against a figurative brick wall?

Let’s give it another try.

Synergy.

There it was again. The ‘error message’ that I essentially received on trying to activate the skill. It was like the skill didn’t have everything that it needed to activate. I gave it a few more tries after that, in different ways. I tried to delay the activation like I could with Hidden Amidist the Spheres. I tried to force more mental energy into the activation. Hell, I even tried to speak the skill out loud.

Nothing.

I fell back down on the bed, frustrated. Ugh, whatever.

Still, I’d thought of something else. Remembering Hidden Amidst the Spheres reminded me of what had happened after killing Magnus.

I still hadn’t said a word about that to anyone.

I shivered, remembering the feeling of Magnus’s fucking skill infiltrating my Status. Raising a hand, I called it up.

Poisonfang Fist.

My hand erupted in green and black smoke, roiling over my fingers. I eyed it with a disgruntled eye.

I’d discovered that this skill was not only a reminder of a person I deeply hated, but it was worthless for me. It was incompatible with my fighting style. I fought with weapons, while this piece of shit didn’t affect them. It only worked on bare hands. Hell, even then, I doubted this skill was better than Scintillant Blade. That at least worked on bladed weapons.

Idly, I tried to call up Synergy again, only to jolt upright. Something had just clicked into place with the skill. At the same time, the visible effect of Poisonfang Fist disappeared, but the skill didn’t completely cancel.

Somehow, both Synergy and Poisonfang Fist were active, but idle at the same time. It was as if they were waiting for something.

Wait.

Was that it?

I think…that Synergy had something to do with skills…

With a surge of adrenaline, I decided to call up another skill. Let’s go with Observe. Just as an experiment, I tried to Observe the flickering candle on my bedside table. For the first time though, Observe failed on me. It was as if the skill was being blocked by something. At the same time though, I felt an almost sense of rejection coming from Synergy. Narrowing my eyes, I tried to call up another skill.

This time, I decided to go with one of my least used ones, Thorn Shot. I didn’t get much use out of it these days, with how closely I tended to fight things. Either with my spear, or my dagger. I didn’t think Synergy would hurt me in any way, but that was no reason to get reckless. I didn’t want to risk my only other two active skills that I used much more than Thorn Shot. Thorn Cloak and Thorn Grapple were just too valuable.

I gave it a, ah, shot.

Thorn Shot.

Momentarily, a familiar blood-red thorn the size of my palm materialized over my outstretched finger before winking away. At the same time, I felt a sense of acceptance from Synergy.

I wasn’t prepared for what happened next.

I felt it as, within my Status, both Poisonfang Fist and Thorn Shot somehow…detached themselves from their position within my soul. Simultaneously, I felt Synergy begin to almost open up and draw both skills into itself. Once both skills had been taken in, I felt it as Synergy truly activated for the first time.

It began to draw in ambient Aether from my surroundings. Just like I’d felt when I drew Poisonfang Fist from Magnus…

The ambient Aether began to concentrate within the skill, growing denser. It was strange though. From what I could feel, it actually wasn’t drawing in that much Aether. After a few minutes of this, whatever it was that Synergy was doing, it finished. With an almost popping noise, the bubble that Synergy had created to hold the two skills dissipated.

Only one thing emerged from the bubble. Slowly, it drifted down into my soul and settled in.

Blinking open my eyes, I emerged from the impromptu trance I’d fallen into, tracing what had just happened.

Huh.

Pulling up my Status, I decided to see if my suspicions were correct about what had just happened.




	You have learned the Class Skill, Poisonthorn Shot!



	You have lost Class Skill, Thorn Shot




	You have lost the Class Skill, Poisonfang Fist







Yup.

So that’s what Synergy did. It combined skills…

But…

What could I actually combine? Did it need to involve skills that I stole from other people like I had with Magnus? Did it only work with Class Skills? It seemed like it had rejected Observe when I tried to throw that into the mix.

I tried out my new skill.

Poisonthorn Shot.

Materializing over my palm was a far different thorn that I was used to seeing. Where before the thorn that Thorn Shot made was blood red in color, this one was both red and green. The same shade of green from the smoke that Poisonfang Fist had used. Speaking of smoke, that was still present as well. Black, ethereal smoke idly drifted around the form of the thorn floating over my finger. The shape of the thorn was altered, as well. Where before it had been both long and thick, this one was noticeably thinner, ending in a wicked-looking barb.

Fascinated, I shot the thorn at the wooden paneled wall of my room before I realized what I was doing. Only when the thorn was in mid-flight trailing smoke did I remember how destructive Poisonfang Fist had been. Not only that, but I was being lent this room by Grey…

I watched as the thorn embedded itself into the wood and immediately start to eat through it. In fact, the ‘poison’ of the thorn began to rapidly eat through all of the wood surrounding it. Hurriedly, I raced over to the wall and yanked the thorn out of the wall before it could eat through the stone of the tower beneath. Holding the thorn in my bare hand, unconcerned about my own skill, I watched as the wood of the wall rotted away from the impact spot.

When the sizzling of the poison was finished, there was a hole the size of my torso in the wooden paneling. Leaning closer to the hole and waving off the fumes, I saw that the poison had actually touched the stonework beneath. There was a portion of the stone that looked as if it had been scoured by acid.

Glancing down at the thorn in my hand, I watched as it dissipated.

Huh.

You know, I could use that.

But, uh. I had to do something about this hole, first.

……………………………………..

I had just finished moving a nearby bookcase over the hole in the wall when I was startled by a knock on my door. Jumping, I hit my head on the top shelf of the bookcase with a curse. Clutching my head, I turned around just in time to watch as Azarus opened my door and poked his through.

“Oi, Nate. Ya wanna-” He paused, catching sight of me clutching my head in front of the bookcase. “The hells are ya doing’?”

“Oh, uh, nothing,” I said, lowering my head and plastering a smile on my face. “Just…looking at the…books?”

Judging by the flat stare I received from Azarus, he didn’t really believe me. He snorted. “Whatever. Like I was saying, do ya wanna come with me to the tavern? I don’t know about you, but I’m feelin’ restless. I’m thinking some ale will calm me nerves. Maybe get some food, too.”

“Uh, sure,” I said to him. “That sounds good, actually. I couldn’t sleep either. I’ll meet you downstairs, okay?”

Azarus grunted in assent before moving to close the door. He paused though, taking a test sniff of the air and scrunching up his large dwarven nose. He gave me a strange look, before shaking his head. He left after that.

Taking a sniff myself, I scrunched up my own nose.

It smelled like I had been smoking something…recreational in here.

Oh, whatever.

I got dressed in my own clothes for once, and not the clothes I’d been given by Sylvia. When I was done, I left my room.

……………………………………..

Several hours later, I was drunk. In fact, I was so drunk that I was having a fucking great time. Turns out, this tavern had a bard on hand, and the locals had been teaching me and Azarus some of the local songs.

“-b on the end!” I bellowed along with the locals to the sound of the bard's lyre. Me and about four other guys were standing next to each other in a line, our arms thrown over each other’s shoulders and singing at the top of our lungs. I was on one end of the line, while Azarus was on the other. You’d think being a dwarf he couldn’t reach our shoulders, but Azarus was tall for a dwarf. He was getting along just fine, and might be singing the loudest of us. Hell, Azarus was enjoying himself more than I’d ever seen him, ruddy-faced and wild-eyed.

As our group finished our latest song, the rest of the tavern burst into cheers and whoops. Laughing, our entire line bowed with our hands still over each other's shoulders before breaking apart. Our entire group retreated back to a table, where more ale and our likely cold food awaited us.

When we reached the table, Azarus picked up his mug and slammed the entire thing back in one draw. “MORE!” He bellowed, waving his empty mug to catch the barmaid's attention. As for myself, I picked up my dinner, some kind of local meat on a stick. It was good, so I didn’t care that I had no idea what animal it was from. One of our new local friends clapped me on my back as I was chewing, nearly causing me to choke if not for a swig of ale.

The local, a guy named Rudy, laughed at me. “Careful now!” He said, ignoring that it was him that nearly caused me to choke. “Wouldn’t want ye to cark it afore yer big day!”

His words caused another of the locals to laugh drunkenly, this time a guy named Finnick. He picked up his own mug and downed it as well, leaning back on the bench. In fact, he leaned so far back that he fell off and hit the ground. Leaning over the table, I saw that Finnick was out cold, snoring. I laughed drunkenly at him, along with the rest of the table.

The man’s brother, a man that went by Eirick, stood up on wobbly legs. “I’m thinkin’ that’s that, lads.” He slurred. “I gotta get this ‘ere fool back to his missus or she’ll have me ‘ead.” Eirick picked up his brother easily and slung him over his shoulder in a fireman carry. I retained just barely enough piece of mind to wonder if they called it that here, before shaking it off.

Leaning over and catching the attention of the last guy at our table, a local simply called CJ, I grinned at him. “Now, what’s this you were telling me about a mysterious door under the hill?”

            

    
        Chapter 83 - The Door Underhill

    
    
    
    
                Our little group of four recovering drunks stumbled down the darkened streets of Hollow Hill, lit only by disc-based lamps. It must have been nearly midnight by now, and we really should be heading back to the tower, but I couldn’t help myself.

Earlier, one of the locals that I’d met in the tavern had been telling me about a local legend involving Hollow Hill, in between rounds of drunken singing. Apparently, there was a reason Hollow Hill was called, well, Hollow Hill.

It was because the hill the town was built on was hollow.

Who knew?

Anyway, apparently centuries ago, settlers into the region had nearly passed up this location altogether. However, they had found something at the base of one of the local hills.

A large, metallic door set into the base of it.

The settlers had made numerous attempts at opening it, to no avail. Still curious, the settlers had tried to dig around the door, only to be astonished when they discovered a continuous wall of metal extending into the dirt. Subsequent digs into the top of the hill had discovered that the walls of metal completely surrounded some kind of structure underground. That had pretty much made up the mind of those old settlers to build their new community right there on that hill.

Thus, Hollow Hill was born. And then a few decades after that, a man named Greycton would be born there.

I’d been intensely curious about this door once I’d heard about it, even through my inebriation. I’d made a conscious effort to stop drinking at that point, and let my tavern food dinner soak up the alcohol in my bloodstream. That was going…more or less okay. I’d only nearly tripped and fallen face-first into the cobblestone street three times now.

Either way, I’d decided I wanted to see this door before I left Hollow Hill tomorrow and had convinced the locals to lead Azarus and I to it. Azarus was the drunkest of our group of four by far, while the rest of us were starting to sober up a little. The door was situated around the back of the town these days, but the trip to it wasn’t that long.

In the meanwhile one of the locals, CJ, was telling me more about the door.

“Ol’ Greycton is mad about that door,” He told me, slurring only a little. “He’s tried to get through it fer years. Even with as strong as he is, he couldn’t get in. Every once in awhile, he comes up with some new idea on how to get through. Last time was when I was a lad, and the town made a big old festival out of it. I can still remember the flash of light from whatever it is he did. But I remember the cakes from back then more, eh, Rudy?” CJ said, elbowing the other local in the ribs.

Rudy laughed and nodded. “Good times, good times.” He said wistfully.

Azarus laughed too, still blitzed out of his mind. I don’t think he even knew what was going on right now.

Huh. I understood why Grey had never brought it up with how busy we’d been. I’d ask him about it later.

I was knocked out of my thoughts when CJ nudged me in the ribs as well. “We’re here,” He said to me, grinning. Looking up, I laid my eyes on this mysterious door for the first time.

It was a bit…underwhelming.

Set into the wall of the hill was a large circular door, maybe ten feet in height. I assumed it was a door anyway, because whatever it was, it was covered in moss and vines. It was completely obscured from sight. There was a small cobblestone walkway that led up to it, and some local-looking stonework that seemed like it had been added later surrounding the entryway.

Turning to CJ, I raised an eyebrow at him. He shrugged back at me. “Eh, we don’t get too many outsiders that are interested. I’ll just clear it out and ya can get a better look.” He raised a palm to point at the door, clearing about to use some kind of skill or spell or something. He was stopped by Rudy, though, when he put a hand on his outstretched arm.

“Let the new guy try, eh?” He said grinning. He turned to me. “Go on then, give it a try. See if you can get through the door where yer master couldn’t.” He laughed.

I rolled my eyes, but stepped up anyway. CJ stepped back with a grin, waving me forward. Whatever, if Grey couldn’t get through this door, I had no doubt I’d fail too. But I at least thought I could clear away the vines with my new skill. Raising my hand, I pointed a finger gun at the overgrown ‘door’. “Bang,” I said lazily.

Poisonthorn Shot.

I shot several thorns at different points on the door so the poison could do its work. The thorns burrowed through the moss and vines, but I heard the audible clink when they stopped on something metal beneath. They did their job though, as the poison began to rapidly spread and rot away the growth. Eventually, a large section of this mysterious door became visible.

I stepped up to get a better look, the rest of the group following close behind me. There were no street lamps close by to see, but Rudy raised a hand and called up a ball of light. Giving him a nod of thanks, I leaned in to get a better look.

I was puzzled by what I saw.

This…didn’t look like it belonged in magical fantasy land….

I know it was a little thing, but the mysterious door that the locals had been telling me about? Well, it looked more like a vault door from back home. Huge and thick, it looked like it had been constructed of multiple pieces and then fitted together. But the seams from in between the parts were so faint that I had to get my eye right up to them to see. I stepped back, unnerved. I don’t think there was a blacksmith alive that could smith so fine on such a scale. I don’t even know if I could, with Aetherial Melding.

This door looked like it had been machined in a factory.

Stepping closer to it, I laid my hand on it try and get a feel for the metal. I was curious to see if it was machine-smooth as well.

I don’t think anyone was expecting what happened next.

The door lit up at my touch.

From the point of contact of my hand, veins of rainbow-colored Aether began to snake away in a web. Slowly crawling along the surface until they reached the edges of the door under three astonished gazes and one drunken one. There, they encircled it until the entire huge door was lit up. I stumbled back from the door. “Wh-”

I didn’t even get a chance to finish my word before I, and my entire group were blown off our feet by a huge explosion of noise and air that emanated from the door. Scrambling to sit back up from my position a few feet away from the door, I watched in amazement as the door began to fold away in sections from the center in a definitely mechanical way. It was like watching a bloom in advance.

At the same time, I had to brace myself by clutching uselessly at the grass as air began to rush into now open door. All four of us slid several feet forward, but not quite inside. When everything was over, all four of us simply sat on the ground uselessly for a moment, stunned.

Surprisingly, it was the drunken figure of Azarus that stood up first. With a surprising expression of concentration on his broad features, he very obviously activated a skill. Azarus’s skin began to redden slightly and then started to steam. A few moments later, he shook his head like a dog and turned to our two local guides. “You two,” He said in a commanding, completely sober tone of voice. “Go to the tower and tell the guards that Azarus Savoy and Nathan Hart need the Headmaster down here, immediately. I don’t think I need to tell ya why, do I?”

Shaking, CJ and Rudy got to their feet. “N-no, milord,” Rudy stuttered. “Right away, milord. C’mon Carl.” CJ, apparently named Carl, nodded in a jittery manner. Both of them turned around and raced off back in the direction of town and the tower, eager to put distance between them and yawning dark portal behind them.

Meanwhile, Azarus turned back around and offered a hand to me on the ground. I took it and stumbled to my feet. “What the hells did ya do this time, Nate?” Azarus said to me, exasperated. “I was enjoyin’ my buzz, and didn’t want to burn it off like that.”

Shaking my shock off, I shot my dwarven friend a wounded look. “Man, I didn’t do shit. All I did was touch it,” I paused for a moment, furrowing my brow. “All I did was touch it, so it must be something about me that caused it to open…” I exchanged a glance with Azarus.

“And the only thing that’s really special about ye…,” Azarus said slowly.

“Is the fact that I’m a Precursor.” I finished for him. We stood in silence for a moment, absorbing that. I glanced over my shoulder at the pitch-black opening. “Huh.”

Azarus shook his head. “No wonder Grey couldn’t open the damn thing then.”

I turned back around and raised an eyebrow at him. “Oh, you were paying attention, were you? Honestly thought you were too drunk for that.”

“Too drunk?” Azarus scoffed. “Ya haven’t even seen me really drunk. That was just a light buzz.”

I shook my own head at him. “Whatever man. Anyway, what’s the plan? Do you really want to wait around for Grey to see what this is about?”

Azarus gave me a startled look at that. “Hells no. This thing opened for you. Let's go, I’ll light the way. That farmboy ain’t the only one that can make a bit of light.” He said, holding up a hand. Over his open palm, a sphere of tightly controlled roiling flame appeared, like a star writ small.

I smirked at him. “You know, I was hoping you’d say that.” Turning around and stepping back to stand shoulder to slightly lower shoulder, I couldn’t help a sense of anticipation rising up within me.

Now this was something that I wanted to be doing in magical fantasy land.

Exploring strange dungeons.

Stepping forward with my friend, we entered the pitch-black, mysterious doorway.

……………………………………..

I don’t know what I was expecting inside, but it wasn’t this.

This didn’t look like some kind of fantasy dungeon to my eyes. No, it looked like the opposite.

Under the flickering orange light of Azarus’s fire, it looked like I had stepped into the middle of some futuristic ruin.

Gazing around in confusion, I couldn’t help a chill from running up and down my back. God, this place almost seemed familiar to me, for some reason. I’d never seen anything like it before in my life, but I couldn’t help but feel a sense of recognition.

I think it was because the design sensibilities were so…recognizable to me. This place reminded me of a hospital from back home. Only…

A few centuries. No, a few millennia more advanced.

It was clearly ruined from some kind of battle.

It was mostly what should be a sterile white in the hallway we had entered into, but it was marred by rubble and streaks of black soot. Not only that, though.

I saw plenty of streaks and patches of a gruesome red-brown around us.

Clearly long-dried blood…

There were no bodies, however. Not even the slightest indication of one.

Shattered glass and machinery that I couldn’t parse lay everywhere along the ruined walkway. Every once in a while, I could see a yawning open doorway on either side of the long hall we had entered into. Most of the time, they were blocked by rubble and we couldn’t even see inside of them.

Azarus and I were silent as we slowly navigated the ruins of this place. I think most of our enthusiasm had been drained as we took in our surroundings. This wasn’t a place anyone should be happy to be inside.

This…was a tomb.

            

    
        Chapter 84 - Ruins

    
    
    
    
                I broke the silence that Azarus and I were walking in. “Do you…have any idea what this place is?” I whispered to Azarus. Despite my low tone, my words still echoed through the desolate halls that we found ourselves in. I don’t even know why I was whispering, there definitely wasn’t anyone in here.

“No gods damn clue,” Azarus whispered back. I guess he felt it too. “Ain’t never seen or heard of anything like this.”

Something he said niggled at my brain for a moment before I figured it out. “Is this something that the gods left behind maybe?”

Azarus immediately shook his head. “No way. I’ve seen divine architecture before. Ya can see some in the capitals and it don’t look like this. This is…” He trailed off with a troubled look on his face. He stopped for a moment to pick up some kind of broken machinery from the floor. I couldn’t even tell what it was or what it had been used for. It just looked like a mangled collection of wires now and what might have been some kind of ceramic. “I don’t know what this is.”

You and me both, buddy.

Up ahead, I spied an open doorway that wasn’t blocked by rubble, which was a first. I pointed it out to Azarus and exchanged a nod with him. Together we advanced on the doorway, carefully stepping over the debris that was nonetheless getting thicker in our path. When we reached it, I let Azarus go first. Not because I was spooked or anything, but because he was the one with the light.

At least that’s what I told myself.

This room was different than the others. In a way, I thought I might be able to recognize what was in here. But I didn’t like it.

This looked like a classroom. And not for adults.

Scattered haphazardly around the room were dozens of small desks and chairs made of the same white material everything else seemed to be. Many of them were either overturned or fractured into individual parts. Turning around, I found what I was dreading, but expecting. On the wall next to the door was a large expanse of raised material that reminded me of a whiteboard. There were holes and slashes burned into it though, exposing wires and strange-looking circuit boards.

I tried desperately to ignore the patches of dried blood that dotted even this room.

I breathed in and out before catching Azarus’s attention. He had been in the process of looking around the room with a grim look on his face. Despite the tech gap in understanding, my dwarven friend wasn’t a fool. I think he’d gather what this room was for. He turned to look at me.

I shook my head at him. “Let's…keep going.”

He nodded silently before following me out of the room.

……………………………………..

This continued on for some time as Azarus and I delved even deeper into the…complex we’d stumbled into. Because that’s what this had to be. Rather than some kind of hospital like I’d initially though, this had to have been some kind of all-in-one bunker or something.

Over time, the path began to branch as we headed deeper into the complex. We tried to stay on the main path though. Azarus and I had decided in a whispered conversation not to stray too far from it, just so we didn’t get lost. Not only that, but I meant deeper literally. It was hard to tell, but I think the main path gradually spiraled downwards into the earth. I had no idea how deep we were at this point, but we weren’t anywhere near the surface by now.

I could admit that this place was spooking me out somewhat, but my curiosity was greater. Before we left, I wanted to get a better look.

What impeded us though, was the fact that the debris grew denser as we got further in. Whatever kind of battle had happened in these halls, it had grown fiercer the deeper it went. Sometimes, we had to carefully climb over rubble that nearly blocked the path. Under advisement from Azarus, we tried not to shift too much of it about. We didn’t know what could ultimately cause a collapse over our heads.

There were other open doorways that we explored on our trek. Thankfully for my peace of mind, we didn’t find many more classrooms. Sometimes we’d find what looked like a storeroom of some kind, its shelves bare of anything at all, but containers constructed from unfamiliar materials still present. Other times, we’d find what looked to be office space. Hell, I think we even found living quarters a few times. Difficult to tell though, with how everything was smashed up from some kind of obvious battle.

What I found odd, though, was the lack of dust. Despite how old this place must have been, there wasn’t a single dusty surface to be found. Maybe that blast of air we’d experienced when the door had opened meant this place had been sealed in some way? That might have something to do with it.

It took us nearly an hour of exploration to reach the end of the main path. At that point, I was wondering if those locals had actually managed to rouse Grey and gotten him down here. We hadn’t seen or heard anyone else on our tail yet, so who knew? Maybe they were just further back.

The end of the main path was curious, however. It terminated in another door, very similar to one that had blocked the entrance into this tomb. This one wasn’t covered in greenery, or thankfully rubble. Instead, it looked battle-scarred. Where before the first door was virtually unmarred, this one most certainly was not. It was covered in deep scores and dents from top to bottom. However, it was still mostly intact. Whoever had tried to get through this door had failed, because it was still sealed. With how damaged it was though, would it even open like the other one had at my touch?

I guess we would find out.

Exchanging a nod with Azarus, I stepped forward and laid my palm on the door. Luckily, whatever was causing me to be able to open these doors was still working.

The same blue-green glow of concentrated Aether began to spread across the door in fits and starts, sometimes being interrupted by battle damage. Again, there was an explosion of air as it rushed into the room. Luckily, Azarus and I had hastily retreated to a safe distance this time, remembering what happened last time. Haltingly, the door the door began to unfold in a similar manner to the first, before stalling out. The door had only managed to retreat halfway before failing. Still, that was enough for us to duck through.

For once, I stepped through the doorway first. I didn’t need Azarus to go in first to light the way.

It was already bright in here.

Gazing around in wonder, I found that I had entered into the largest room we’d found so far, lit by the glow of concentrated Aether. In here, the glow was radiating off of large, smooth blocks of the same ceramic-looking material that defined this complex. Each of them had tracers of the energy running in grooves on their surface. Still, the glow wasn’t uniform, and it wasn’t on all of them. Even on the blocks that still had Aether, it was weak and flickering. Even though this room seemed to be bereft of the marks of conflict that had littered this complex, I guess time had nearly finished the job.

Stepping further into the room, I saw something along the far wall. I started making my way towards it, only to be halted by Azarus calling my name behind me. Turning around, I saw that he was staring at one darkened corner of the room with a solemn look on his face. Whatever he was looking at was underneath the shadow of one of the dead monoliths in the room. From where I was, I couldn’t see what he was. He’d canceled his orb of fire once he had stepped into the room.

I walked back over to where he was, confused. “Yeah? What is…it…” I trailed off. Once I was standing next to him, I saw what had caught his attention.

We had found the former residents of this complex.

Long, long dead.

Huddled together in the corner of the silent monolith, there might have been the remains of dozens of people. It must have been an extraordinarily long time since they’d died though, since their remains were all skeletonized. To my eyes, all of the skeletons looked like they were human, covered in only scraps of unidentifiable clothing that had long since decayed. Some of those skeletons…they…

Some of them were distressingly small.

I took a deep breath, trying to ignore the faint smell in the air that I had only noticed, not dissimilar to dust. I guess…these people had retreated down here, to this sealed room, during the battle that had occurred up above. Only, they had never made it out. None of them looked like they had died in any way but peacefully. If I had to take a guess…

Based on the way this room seemed like it had no air in it when I opened it, they must have all asphyxiated. Simply…nodded off together, once the air supply had run out. Or…

Was sabotaged.

Azarus and I stood side by side, silently taking in the mass grave before us. Abruptly, Azarus made the sign of the Gyre next to me and bowed his to these long-dead humans. “May your spirits find eternal solace.” He said solemnly.

I copied him, bowing my head. “May you rest in peace,” I whispered.

We stood there, paying our respects for several minutes to these poor people before we were interrupted. Behind us from the door, we heard the sound of movement. I turned around just in time to watch as Grey, clad in his combat robes, duck through the half-opened doorway followed closely by Sylvia and Venix. Nobody else followed behind them, so I guess it was just those three.

Grey was looking around in amazement at his surroundings, looking more excited than I had ever seen him before he catching sight of us. He perked up and called out to us across the distance, causing Sylvia to turn around from where she had been helping the massive form of Venis through the gap. “Nathan! Azarus!” He said, jogging over to our position. I smiled weakly at my mentor, while Azarus just greeted him with a small nod. “This is incredible! Gods, it feels like I’ve been waiting half my life for this moment. I can’t tell you how long…” He trailed off, noticing what we had found. “Oh. I see.” He sighed, gazing mournfully at the long-dead people.

Sylvia and Venix had reached us as well at this point. The sight of so many dead caused Sylvia to gasp and cover her mouth, while Venix simply bowed his massive head.

“I had thought it odd that we found no remains, despite the evidence of battle,” Grey said somberly.

I nodded slowly. “No weapons, no signs of struggle. These were just civilians trying to get away from the fighting.”

Grey gave a long sigh. “I’ll make sure that their remains are collected later, and then given proper burials after examination. Now,” He said, suddenly turning a baleful eye on Azarus and me. I stiffened in surprise. “What, exactly, were you two thinking, entering this place on your own?”

Azarus and I exchanged wary glances. I cleared my throat. “Uh, that it sounded…fun? To…explore…an old ruin?” I said weakly. Okay, so maybe it hadn’t been the best idea to go charging into this complex, but c’mon! It had turned out all right.

Grey pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration. “In the future, Nathan, wait for backup. From long experience, I can you tell that some of the most dangerous places I’ve ever visited have been old ruins.” He lowered his head and muttered something indistinguishable about young people under his breath, before glancing back up. “You’re lucky there do not appear to be any active defenses in this…facility.”

Sylvia stepped past the group while Grey was dressing Azarus and I down. She made a curious sound in the back of her throat, before turning to look at us. “What is that over there?” She said, interrupting Grey and pointing at something.

We all turned to look and follow her finger. I blinked. “Ah, yeah. I was about to check that out before we discovered, well, them.” I said, indicating the departed. Sylvia was pointing at the object that I had seen earlier. Walking in that direction with the entire group following, I was able to see that it was a plinth of some kind as I got closer. Stepping up to it, I saw that, like everything else, it was made of the same ceramic material. It rose up to around waist height, and had a large, rectangular surface resting at the top of it. Kind of like a podium.

Curious, I reached out to rest a hand on it, only for that hand to be grabbed by Grey. Turning to face, I saw that he was raising an eyebrow at me. “Did I not just finish saying that you should be more careful, Nathan?” He said exasperatedly.

I shrugged. “Yeah, but that’s how I’ve gotten everything else to work in here. The doors only opened up when I touched them. I…really don’t think anything in here is going to hurt us.” I don’t know why I thought that. It was honestly just kind of a feeling.

Grey frowned for a moment before nodding slowly. “I see,” He said slowly, obviously making the connection about my Precursor status. “Well, I’m unsure about that, but at the very least I’m here now. If the worst happens, I should be able to prevent any harm from happening, even in my weakened state. Very well, go ahead. I admit I’m curious myself.” He let go of my hand.

Nodding at him, I finished laying my hand on the podium.

The reaction was immediate.

Around the room, many of the monoliths that were still glowing let out torturous creaking and screeching noises as they began to glow brighter. Some of them failed altogether, losing their light, but not all of them. On the ceiling far above us, recessed lights that I hadn’t noticed attempted to flicker on, only to fail, leaving the room in lasting darkness. On the wall across from the podium, a blank screen of white light flashed into existence, not unlike a hologram. On that white screen, lay a blue box of a recognizable shade, with a single flashing white vertical bar inside of it.

Under my hand, something familiar appeared, causing me to reel back in shock.

A standard English keyboard from back home, wrought from solid light.

            

    
        Chapter 85 - Records

    
    
    
    
                I stared at the screen in shock, instinctively understanding what this was. Somehow, I’d run into something that I had never expected to, here on Vereden.

A functional computer.

Sure, it seemed like it was way, way more advanced than anything from back home, but this was familiar to me. The screen projected on the wall across from me very obviously contained some kind of text prompt. Turning around wildly, I tried to see if the screen was being projected from somewhere.

Nothing.

While I was in shock, my companions were examining what had appeared curiously. Both the screen and the keyboard. Azarus had walked up to the projection and was waving his hand through it inquisitively, making interested noises as it rippled around his digits. Grey was poking at the keyboard, fascinated, while Sylvia peered over his shoulder. Both of them were delighted whenever a keystroke made characters appear in the box on the screen. Venix though, was standing off to the side, arms crossed and head tilted while he observed. He must have caught sight of my shock because he spoke to me. “Hart,” He said flatly. “Is aught amiss?”

The Antium’s words caused everyone in the room to look at me. “Nathan?” Grey asked with a raised eyebrow. “Are you alright?”

I drew in a shuddering breath. “Y-yeah, just…I wasn’t expecting this. I recognize this for what it is.”

That caused Grey’s eyes to light up in hunger. “Do tell.” He said hungrily.

I walked back up to the keyboard and lay my hands over it. I paused, considering something first. “Grey, or, well, anyone,” I said to the others. “Can you actually make out what letters are on this keyb-I mean device?”

My words caused Azarus to wander back over to our position and peer down at the keyboard alongside Grey and Sylvia. He studied it for a moment. “Nope,” He said finally. “Whatever that is, it ain’t being translated by Language Adaptation.”

Grey hummed. “That is odd. I don’t often find languages in my studies that remain untranslated. In the past, I’ve only seen it with those languages that are truly, decisively dead. However, considering the apparent age of this facility, perhaps it isn’t too odd.”

I shook my head at them slowly. “This language sure as hell isn’t dead. After all, back home, well over a billion people speak it. This is my birth language. English.”

Azarus’s eyes bulged in their sockets, while Sylvia gasped. Venix remained silent, simply observing. Meanwhile, I saw a manic smile begin to steal across Grey’s face. “Is that so, Nathan? Well, well. Are you perhaps saying this facility could have been constructed by Precursors?”

“I don’t know,” I said to him. “What I do know, is that both the language, and this interface, are familiar to me. This is a kind of technology that I’m familiar with, if not blown away by how advanced and obviously magical it seems.”

“Advanced?” Sylvia asked curiously.

“Yeah,” I nodded at the Sculpted woman. “This is way past what we can do back home. I mean, hard light? That’s theoretical, to the best of my knowledge. This is like…” I paused to think for a moment, before snapping my fingers. “This tech is like the equivalent of steel tools as compared to primitive stone ones.”

“Fascinating,” Grey breathed. “Can you, perhaps…decipher what this all is for?”

I took a deep breath before nodding. “I’ll give it a shot.”

Letting my hands fall on the keyboard, I marveled at the sensation of a hard light construct. It was electrifying, almost literally. My fingertips tingled slightly. I had to suppress a hysterical laugh when my index fingers felt familiar protrusions on the F and J keys, though.

I pressed the backspace key rapidly to delete the nonsense characters in the box from Grey’s chicken pecking, drawing interested noises from the peanut gallery. Ignoring them, I considered the box for a moment. Where to start, where to start. This didn’t look like a login screen, thankfully. I didn’t think it was likely that we would be able to break a password if it had been protected. It looked more like a command line, to me. I may not be a software engineer, but I was at least a little computer-savvy.

Oh, whatever. Let’s just go with the obvious.

I typed ‘help’ into the box and pressed the enter key.

On the screen, words began to display beneath the command line in white text.

Available commands:

System Diagnostic

Network

Message

Records

lkasdfied

…

After the first four commands, there was only worryingly corrupted text. I guess there might have been more, but this place or even the servers might be too degraded to provide them. Hell, I didn’t even know if the commands I had would work. I guess I’d find out, starting from the top.

I typed System Diagnostic into the blinking text box and pressed enter.

The word ‘error’ in big bold, red text flashed across the screen, causing my companions to jump.

“What happened?” Grey asked me, startled.

“I tried to find out how damaged this place was,” I said to him without turning my head. “I’m guessing it’s so messed up that it can’t even tell.”

“I see,” Grey muttered, confused. I doubted that. Whatever, onto the next one. I entered Network.

This time, something did pop up.

A stunningly detailed graphical map popped up, displaying something that I had only grown very accustomed to in the past few days, accompanying Grey.

It was a map of the main continent of Vereden. On it, there were a bunch of dots, running from the icy northern reaches all the way down to the verdant southern tip. Nearly all of them were greyed out, but there were some red ones. There must have been well over fifty of those dots spread out across the breadth of the continent. Of those, I think there were only three of them that were still red. I felt my breath hitch in my chest, as I understood what this was representing.

I think Grey understood as well, just from the context. “My gods,” He breathed.

“What?” Azarus asked, clueless. “What’s goin’ on?”

“I can’t believe it,” Grey said, ignoring him. “This is the only example I’ve ever hear of, when it comes to mysterious doors. Believe me, I’ve certainly checked. But…there are this many more facilities? Just like this one?” His words caused Azarus to do a double take and gape at the map.

“I don’t think so,” I said, staring at the map myself. “I think this means that there were this many facilities, once upon a time. But,” I pointed at the red dots. “Now there are only these four. Grey, I don’t think this was built by Precursors. If what you’ve told me about how rare we are is true, there’s no way we could have done it. That’s not even counting the fact that this is too advanced for Earth tech.”

“Perhaps so,” Grey whispered. He raised a finger to point at the red dots. “If what this map is saying is true, then one of the other facilities is in the western archipelago,” He said, moving a finger to point at a long chain of islands off of the west coast. He then moved his finger to point at a dot in the mountain range that seemed to be Principality lands. “Another seems to be in one of the old mountain Holds. I’m not familiar with this one, however. Azarus, can you tell who owns this range?”

Azarus stepped up to the console and peered at the map more closely. After a moment, he grimaced. “Aye, I can tell. That’s Dwergar land. I ain’t surprised nobody knows about another door down there. Those are some shady bastards.”

Grey furrowed his brow. “Dwergar…” He said to himself before frowning. He faced Azarus and made a knife hand with his right and dragged it down his left forearm in a shaving motion. “As in, those Dwergar?”

Azarus nodded grimly.

“Ah,” Grey said. “I see the problem. Hmm. Well, moving on, the last seems to be…up here.” He pointed to the last of the red dots on the map, located far to the north. It seemed to be in the area beyond a northern mountain range. “Beyond the northern mountains, in the frozen wastes. Perhaps the northern tribes know of it?”

I couldn’t help a small laugh escaping me, causing the others to look at me. I waved the attention off. “So there actually are northern tribes? I almost thought they were made up just for my old excuse.”

Grey smiled slightly. “Indeed, they are real, and just as reclusive as implied. I don’t quite believe they don’t have Statuses, however.” He looked back up at the map consideringly. “I’m dearly tempted to look into this matter more, especially now that we know how to enter these facilities. However, that’s a matter for another time. Continue with your explorations, Nathan.”

I nodded at him. Time for a new command. This time, Message. Who could it be Messaging? The other facilities? I guess we would find out. I entered Message into the box and hit enter.

The prompt lagged for a moment, before displaying some more text.

‘System Administrator unvailable. Messaging service offline.’

System Administrator? As in, the Messaging SysAdmin, or…

The admin of the System?

Oh boy, that was a can of worms. I shared what the text said with my companions.

“System Administrator?” Grey asked, confused. “I’ve never heard of such a thing. Certainly, there’s some form of decision-making baked into the System, as evidenced by the existence of System Judgements.” Grey nodded at me. “However, there is little evidence of a singular mind behind the System itself. How curious.”

Yeah, I guess. It was just a guess anyway. We had no idea which kind of System it was even referring to. Seeing that nobody had any more questions for that one, I moved on to the last of the available options.

I typed in Records and hit the enter key.

This time was different, however. Another list of options opened up on the screen. It was a pretty short list, though.

Records:

Staff

aedL@gd

EMERGENCY SUBJECTS

One of these was not like the others. That last option, Emergency Subjects, was in red bold text.

Ominous.

I started from the top. As expected, the Staff record was exactly that. A list of names, surprisingly long, opened up on the screen in a vertical column. At the very top of the list, each of the names had a little designator that the person was ‘deceased’ along with a date of death. I couldn’t make sense of the date though, as it was in a format I wasn’t familiar with. The very first person on the list apparently died ‘1/4/6/3/2-3/27’. Going down the list, that time would go further out, but only the last part would change. Scrolling all the way down the very long list with the arrow keys, I watched as the date changed from ‘1/4/6/3/2’ to ‘1/4/6/3/1401. That date was the very last one on the Staff list.

Tilting my head, I tried to puzzle out what that meant. Was that last changing number the year? Did…that mean there were people here, in this facility, for over a thousand years? But this place looked ancient. It was falling apart around me, practically. How long ago had these people been down here?

Without explaining things to Grey, I opened up the very last option named ‘Emergency Subjects’.

Another list of names opened up. This time, I could tell that it was much, much smaller. Where before the Staff list had thousands of names on it, this one had less than a hundred. Whoever these ‘Emergency Subjects’ were seemed to be getting a rough deal, as they were all marked as deceased as well. Strangely, none of these names had a date attached to them as the Staff names did. However, it was the last name on the shortlist that caused my blood to freeze in my veins. This name wasn’t marked as deceased, but rather ‘active’.

It was mine.

Spelled out in plain English on the screen was the name ‘Nathaniel Eugene Hart’.

            

    
        Chapter 86 - The Mission

    
    
    
    
                Hours later, I was back in the tavern again. It was early morning at this point after mine and Azarus’s impromptu expedition. By now, it was very early in the morning. Our group had left after exhausting our options with the computer down below and then broken up to see to our preparations for the trip. Before we'd left though, I'd sealed the entrance to the bunker again at Grey's request. Thankfully, the doors still responded to my touch despite their state of repair. Grey didn't want anyone snooping down below and unintentionally wrecking anything. After that, I’d made a brief detour to grab my bag from the tower before retreating back to the tavern, which also apparently functioned as an inn. I’d wanted to be alone with my thoughts and this place was pretty much deserted at this hour. Hell, it’s not like I would have been able to sleep after what I’d learned, so I’d decided to just stay up.

After I had found out that, whoever had built those bunkers had something to do with Precursors, I’d told my companions what I’d found. Just like me, they hadn’t known what to think. Azarus and Sylvia had been confused, but sympathetic, while Venix had just given me a considering look.

It’s funny, that had been the point where I had realized we’d never explicitly told him that I was a Precursor. He’d just kind of…trailed along in the background and found out from our conversations. I didn’t make it a habit to go around talking about what I was, but he seemed to be pretty damn loyal to Grey. I figured it was fine.

But Grey?

When I’d told Grey about being listed in the Records, his gaze had sharpened. I think, perhaps more than I did, Grey understood that what I’d found had been important.

“Nathan,” He’d said to me, laying a hand on my shoulder. “Right now, we have more important matters than to dive into this mystery. However, as both your friend and mentor, I promise you. Once the war has been settled, we’ll get to the bottom of this.”

Grey’s promise had, and still did, filled me with a confusing mix of emotions. On one hand, I’d been resolved for some time now to build a new life for myself here on Vereden. Despite having been literally enslaved not too long ago, I felt that I was in a good position to do so. I was friends and allies with some powerful and influential people, one of whom had decided to take me on as an apprentice. Call it cowardly, but I’d been reluctant to even consider the idea of pursuing a way home to Earth. I was unsure if there was even anything waiting for me back there.

On the other hand…

There was an undeniable part of me that was furious that I’d ever been stolen from my home in the first place. I may have made my peace with the idea of a new life, but I wanted answers about the death of my old one. In a way, I wanted some justice or closure or I don’t fucking know. The words I’d seen projected on that screen in those ruins had thrown me out of whack.

I sighed for the umpteenth time, staring down into the mug of water I’d gotten for myself. Like I’d said, it was dead in here. In fact, there wasn’t even anyone manning the bar, nor were there any lights on in the tavern. I, uh, I don’t even think I was even supposed to be in here. I’d kind of snuck in.

I may have approached Sylvia during our travels about the gaps in my stealth training. I perhaps had asked her to teach me some lockpicking. I can neither confirm nor deny that I’d picked the lock on the tavern to get into it.

Oh, whatever. I’d left a few coins on the counter for the trouble. I’d been given a small stipend as Grey’s apprentice to use in town. I hadn’t had much use for it, considering how helpful the townspeople had been once they’d discovered I was Grey’s newest apprentice. But it was the thought that counted.

As we’d all been leaving the ruin, Grey had told me that our wagon for the trip had been prepared. We were leaving at first light, which…wasn’t far away. In fact, I could see green light starting to creep through the slats in the wooden window coverings, signaling the arrival of Tarus. I stood up, draining my mug and grabbing my bag. I deposited the mug on the counter next to a few coins and left the tavern for the tower.

……………………………………..

Once I’d reached the tower, I entered into it in order to go pick up Fade. The wolf was smart enough to have sought out Walter overnight as a kind of farewell for both of them, since Fade would be coming with me, but Walter wouldn’t. Collecting my pup, I said my goodbyes to Walter. He seemed to be settling in fine. Lately, I’d seen him acting as a kind of liaison with the Church of the Gyre. I think he was getting his own comfort from religion, after his experiences.

If that was working, more power to him.

Exiting the tower I was directed around the back of it by a guard. There, I was unsurprised to find a wagon waiting, with a few familiar faces alongside it. Grey and Marshal Leopold were locked in conversation, while Sylvia was sitting on a nearby crate, idly toying with a dagger. Not wanting to interrupt Grey, I gave him a wide berth as I approached the wagon. This one had a completely closed-off back, so I opened the wooden door and peered inside. It wasn’t too packed with junk, not like Grens. To be fair though, we had been caring for dozens of people and needed all that junk. Instead, this seemed more outfitted with habitation in mind. It even had actual bunks. There were still bags and crates inside, they were just shoved off to the corners. I deposited my bag with the other ones.

Once I was done, I walked over to Sylvia and sat next to her. She greeted me with a nod which I returned. Fade settled down at the base of the crate and promptly decided to take an impromptu nap.

“So, just us so far?” I asked her in a low voice.

My Sculpted friend nodded slightly. “Yes. Venix is fetching the horses, while I believe Azarus is gathering some additional supplies.”

I looked over to the pair of older men speaking. Grey noticed me and nodded in acknowledgment, causing the Marshal to turn slightly to look at me speculatively. I tried to pretend that I didn’t find the huge, armored man intimidating. Man, did that guy wear anything else? I’d never seen him out of his blood-red plate.

I furrowed my brow slightly, remembering something. I leaned in closer to Sylvia. “Didn’t Grey say there was going to be someone else coming? A healer, maybe that Preceptor?”

Sylvia hummed. “Yes, but Preceptor Eduard was unable to accompany us. Instead, Father found someone else. Someone who could function as both a representative of the Uprising and as a healer. You’ve even seen them, but I don’t believe you’ve been introduced.”

“Who?” I asked her.

She lazily lifted an arm to point to the entrance of the tower's backyard. “See for yourself.”

I followed her finger to find that a somewhat familiar Sculpted was approaching the wagon. It was that gold one that had been shouting about their leader being abducted during the first war council. Aurum, I think his name had been. He was carrying a pack and wearing a set of robes in the colors of the Uprising, as well as a staff in his right hand.

I was almost tempted to Observe him to see if he was the real deal, but I wasn’t an asshole. I was a good boy who was adapting to Veredenese social customs, yes I was.

I watched as he deposited his bag into the back of the wagon before turning around and catching sight of us. Aurum skirted around Grey and the Marshal to approach Sylvia and me. When he reached us, I was surprised when the golden-forged Sculpted bowed his head in Sylvia’s direction. “Firstborn,” He said, far more respectfully than I remember him being.

Sylvia let out an audible exasperated sigh at the title. “Aurum, please. If we’re going to be on the same mission together, I would appreciate it if you would drop that.”

Aurum raised his shiny bald head, reflecting the sunlight into my eyes for a moment. The plates on his face articulated against each other for a moment in indecision before he nodded. “If you say so…Miss Sylvia.”

Sylvia sighed again.

At that he turned to me and smiled widely, revealing that even his teeth seemed to be pure gold. “And you! You’re the Headmaster's new apprentice, ain’t ya?” He shifted his staff to his left hand and thrust his now-empty right in my direction.

“Ah,” I said, startled. I reached out and took his hand, leading the Sculpted man to enthusiastically shake it. I let go, trying to discreetly shake some feeling back into it. For a healer, he sure had a strong grip. Must be because the guy was made of solid metal. “Yeah, I am. Nathan Hart, nice to meet you.”

“Same here!” He said brightly. “Names Aurum! The Headmaster approached me for his rescue mission, and I was more than happy to come with! I’ll be acting as your assigned healer.”

Well, he was certainly friendly. I guess it had just been passion or something that had caused him to interrupt the council a few days ago. He seemed the type. Still, I was interested in him for another reason.

I leaned forward on the crate. “So, you’re a healer?” I asked, interested. “How does that work? Do you have healing skills? Are you a Mage or a Cultivator?” Ever since I’d learned about how potent healing magic was, I’d been curious about it. I’d wanted to talk to the Preceptor about it during our trip to Hollow Hill, but the man had been busy twenty-four-seven. I’d just never gotten the chance.

“Oh, don’t have healers where you’re from, do they?” Aurum asked curiously. At my shrug, he smiled widely. “That’s fine, I don’t mind talking about it! I’m actually a Mage, and that’s where I get my healing spells from! There are Cultivator healers, but they’re kinda funky. For me, it’s mostly about staying in the back and protecting people from harm. You don’t need to worry, with me you’re gonna be a-ok!” He said, giving me a thumbs up.

I smiled at his attitude despite myself, bemused. “Well, I’m glad you’re with us then. I’m guessing you’re hoping to find…Woodrick, right? At the prison.”

Aurum finally lost his smile at my words. “Yeah,” He said somberly. “I’m pretty sure that some Royal agents nabbed him at the same time they nabbed the kids. I’m really hoping he’s there as well. Me and the other Sculpted,” His eyes flickered over to Sylvia briefly before focusing back on me. “We’ve been kind of lost without both Rick and the Headmaster. Rick is the real brain behind the Sculpted, you know? He’s always been different. Without him, we’ve just been kinda floundering and doing what the Order says.”

I was struck then, with the reminder that the Sculpted were a very, very young people. Even if they might have been constructed any time in the last fifty-ish years, they hadn’t been conscious of that existence. As a whole, most of the Sculpted had only gained full sentience and sapience during the Second Initialization five years ago.

Aurum continued speaking. “He was one of the first to come to. He was fighting for our freedom years before we could even understand what that was.” His face fell. “We all miss him.”

“Well,” I said sympathetically. I couldn’t help but see him as a bit of a child, now. I know he wasn’t, and that even at the time of the initialization, he’d had a maturity level of a teenager. But Aurum specifically just gave me the vibe of someone who was a child at heart. “That’s what we’re hoping too. Nobody that the Loyalists had kidnapped deserved to be held the way they are.” At least, I assumed so.

“Yeah. Yeah!” Aurum nodded enthusiastically. “Well, it was nice meeting you! I’ve got to go finish getting set now, so I’ll see you later! We can talk more then, okay?” At that, the Sculpted man wandered away in the direction of the wagon.

When he was gone, I leaned back on my hands and gave Sylvia a bit of a side-eye. “Firstborn, huh?” I said teasingly.

Sylvia outright groaned. “A title given to me by my Sculpted brothers and sisters. As the first of my people to both be created and gain sapience, I’m given far too much regard, in my opinion. It can get a bit tiring.”

I hummed to myself, amused. However, something else Aurum had said stuck out to me as well. “You know,” I said curiously. “I never asked. How long was it between when you gained sapience and the Second Initialization happened?”

“Four years. Why?” Syliva asked curiously, turning her head to face me.

I laughed slightly. “So that means you’re technically only nine years old?”

Sylvia snorted delicately at my question. “If you count from the moment I became aware, yes. You could just as easily say I’m nearly sixty, if you count the time from when I was created.”

“Sure, sure,” I said, amused. Movement caught my eye at the entrance to the yard, drawing my attention. Both Azarus and Venix were returning at the same time, each with their own cargo. In Azarus’s case, he was carrying a stack of crates taller than he was easily in his arms. Venix meanwhile was leading a team of four massive workhorses by the reins. The two of them seemed to be talking about something.

I hopped down from the crate and wandered over to them. My movement caused Fade’s ears to perk up, followed closely by the wolf itself. As I got closer, my pup on my heels, their conversation stopped. I eyed them curiously, but said nothing about it. Instead, I spoke to Azarus. “Need some help with that?”

Azarus shrugged. “If ya like.”

Activating Sylvan Vigor at around twenty-five percent, I took the top crate from Azarus’s stack. I nearly staggered under the weight before upping my skill to fifty percent. “What the hell do you have in here? Lead bricks?” While I was struggling with the crate, Venix passed me with a nod to attach the horses to the wagon.

Azarus snorted at me. “That one is a portable forge. We don’t all got a fancy skill to do our craftin’ for us. We ain’t got no idea what we’ll need out there, so I’m bringing it with. Rest are just supplies.”

“Whatever man, let's just load them up,” I said to him, waddling my way over to the wagon. Azarus and I loaded the heavy crates into the wagon just fine. It didn’t even creak under the added weight. When we were done, I found that Grey had finished his conversation with the Marshal. Said Marshal had left, leaving my mentor alone. The rest of the group was congregating around him where he stood next to an empty crate. Azarus and I wandered over. Fade settled at our heels, watching the conversation curiously, head tilted.

Grey nodded at us. “Now that we’re all here, this is what we’re going to do.” He pulled out a map from his non-descript woolen robe and unfurled it on top of the crate. He pointed to a spot on the map, below the Barren Forest and slightly eastward. “Currently, we’re here. And our ultimate destination is here.” He said, dragging his finger to point to a small island off of the eastern coast, much farther south than Hollow Hill. “However, in order to get there, we’ll need to go by sea. The Uprising does not actually currently possess any ships that we could use this side of the blockade, which is obviously a problem. I possess one myself, however, it is unfortunately docked at the Academy and of no use to us. Additionally, we cannot use any of the vessels under the control of the few noble houses still able to support us. They cannot reach us, again due to the blockade. The north of Herztal has been entirely cut off from naval support, as they no doubt suspect us to be up here. That leaves us with one solution.”

Grey moved his finger to point to a spot on the east coast, unmarked on the map. “There is a, shall we say, unlicensed town here at this location. It is not strictly speaking a ‘nice’ place. This is the location of Herztal’s largest pirate cove. Marrowmist.”

Azarus snorted in disbelief. “That’s your plan? You’re gonna get a bunch of pirates to take us to Caer Drarrow?”

Grey smirked at him. “It’s not as crazy of a plan as it sounds. I have a certain…agreement with the leadership of the cove. If I lean on them, I have no doubt they’ll lend us a crew for this purpose.”

You know, Grey surprised me sometimes. He wasn’t quite as morally pure as I sometimes thought of him as. The man seemed pretty confident about his plan. His confidence was working to reassure the group, even people that initially seemed unsure like Aurum.

I guess I was going to get to meet some pirates.

            

    
        Chapter 87 - Journey Anew

    
    
    
    
                “Are…you sure?” I asked Grey hesitantly.

Grey rolled his eyes from his place on the driver’s bench next to me. “Yes, Nathan,” He said patiently. “As I’ve told you, driving a wagon isn’t hard. The horses do most of the work.”

I made an irritated noise, drawing the attention of Fade sitting in between us. “I’m not talking about driving the damn wagon. I’m talking about being the face, Grey. You really want me to be the one doing the talking if we run into people?”

Grey let his left hand fall on Fade’s head and start scratching his ears. Fade leaned in, panting. “It will be fine, Nathan. I may not have been present, but Azarus did tell me about your little performance in the court of Prince Elysael. I’m sure you have the Acting ability to present a believable front.”

After Grey’s mission statement back in Hollow Hill, we had all piled into and onto the wagon. Grey had asked me to join him up on the driver's bench at the time, but he had been the one to lead us out of the town. We didn’t actually get much attention on the way out, despite the most famous member of our party sitting in plain sight. I guess it was understandable, though. We weren’t trying to be flashy this time, unlike when we got here. All of us had changed out of our fine black and silver clothes that denoted us as members of Grey’s entourage. Instead, we were deliberately dressing down.

I was back in my handmade leathers, sans the cloak, with a spiffing new straw hat on my head courtesy of Grey. He was wearing a nondescript brown robe as well as another straw hat to conceal his face and distinct eyes. Most people hadn’t even looked twice at us, on our way out of the town. Honestly, I wasn’t surprised. Grey mostly looked like an average bald-headed old man, when you couldn’t get a good look at him.

Behind me in the cabin, I could hear low conversation from our companions. Couldn’t tell you what it was about, though. They weren’t sitting close enough for me to tell.

I snorted at Grey’s words, accepting the reins of the wagon gingerly from him. The horses didn’t stutter at all, uncaring who held them. “Yeah, and I bet it doesn’t hurt that I’m just a regular-looking human guy. I’m guessing that Loyalist patrols would get extra curious if they saw any of those guys,” I jerked a thumb over my shoulder at the cabin. “Up here. Especially our Sculpted friends.”

Grey huffed a short laugh and nodded. “Indeed. It would cause quite a ruckus.”

We lapsed into silence for a moment, simply watching the countryside pass us by. The noise of the cart trundling along the dirt road, the muffled conversation behind us, and the sounds of nature around us…

It was honestly pretty nice. I sighed peacefully, letting my worries about what I’d found in the bunker rest for a moment. You know, I could see the appeal of being a traveling trader like Gren, up here in the driver's seat. I reached over to scratch Fade’s ears myself, leading to him laying his furry little head in my lap.

Grey watched our interaction idly. He broke the silence. “An odd creature, your Fade,” He mused. “In all my years, I can count the number of times I’ve seen Spirit Wolves on one hand.”

I made a curious noise in my throat. “What were they like?”

“In a word, mysterious,” My mentor said, cupping his chin in his hand. “They primarily live in the deep woods, and only truly appear as guardians for the helpless. In my scant few encounters with them, they demonstrated some frankly odd abilities and a level of insight that was downright uncanny. They can grow quite large, you know. As large as these horses,” He nodded at the absolutely massive workhorses pulling our wagon. Grey smiled at my incredulous stare. “Oh, indeed. It could be decades before young Fade reaches that size, however. You don’t quite have to worry about your potential Familiar eating you out of house and home just yet.”

I made a mental note at the ‘decades’ thing. I guess I didn’t need to worry about Fade dying of old age anytime soon. I raised my eyebrow at Grey. “Familiar? What, that’s a thing?”

“For Magi, yes,” Grey nodded at me. “It’s not the most common practice, and it’ll be some time before you can go through the bonding process. Both because you’re not quite a Magi yet, and because of how young Fade is.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I rolled my eyes at Grey. “You’ve told me before. I need to reach the first ‘Breakpoint’,” I sarcastically made air quotes. “In order to actually become a Magi. When is that again?”

“Level one hundred,” Grey said, unphased. I imagine he’d gotten worse from students over the years. “At that point, you’ll be able to undergo the process to generate your own Mana. It will entirely replace your Stamina on your Status. Incidentally, what level are you now?”

“Thirty-four,” I told him, idly petting Fade. My pup winced when my hand ran over the small bumps on his head, just before his ears. My brow furrowed. “Do you know what these are?” I asked Grey, concerned. “Honestly, when I found him I thought he’d run head first in the portal stone or something.”

Grey choked on a laugh at my words. “Those…those aren’t injuries, Nathan,” He got out. “Those are his horns.”

My eyebrows shot up in surprise. I leaned in closer to inspect the bumps more closely. Carefully, I brushed the fur back from them. Underneath, the skin looked very thin and a bit irritated. “Horns,” I said wonderingly. “Is that what a Spirit Wolf is then? A horned wolf?”

Grey calmed down, still smiling at me. “That’s part of what a Spirit Wolf is,” He corrected me. “I think young Fade is getting to the age where his first set of horns is coming in. He’ll likely be cranky about it. I know I would be, if I had horns suddenly started pushing through the skin of my forehead.”

I moved my petting down to Fade’s back instead and nodded at Grey’s words. “Yeah,” I murmured. “I’ll see if I can whip up a pain-relieving cream or something for him later. I know we brought some Alchemy ingredients and a few recipe books with us.”

“An excellent idea,” Grey said leisurely, leaning back on the driver’s bench to watch the horizon.

We lapsed into a comfortable silence at that.

Yeah, I thought to myself, one hand on the reigns and the other petting my wolf.

Driving a caravan wasn’t too bad.

……………………………………..

From what Grey told me, it would take us about a week to reach the coast. From there, it would take us a few more days of travel to reach Marrowmist. Grey wanted it to be the two of us up on the bench whenever we were underway, in order to minimize risk. According to him, you never knew what kind of spies could be lurking in a bush or something. That didn’t mean I only had my mentor to speak to for the next week, though. There was a small latch behind the bench to let us speak to the occupants of the cabin. Other than that though, it was mostly peacefully watching the countryside go by.

Mostly.

Later that day, we actually had a monster charge the wagon. That sure as hell hadn’t happened during the trip to Hollow Hill. Maybe because the caravan had been so large it had deterred them?

Anyway, the monster pretty much looked like a giant, fucked up groundhog. The actual attack was a bit pathetic, though. As we’d been trundling down the dirt road, Fade sat up from his nap on the bench and started barking at the horizon. Following his gaze, I watched as the monster emerged from over the top of a hill, charging down at us.

From over a mile away.

Nonplussed, I glanced over at Grey on my right. He was staring back at me with an amused smile. The older man swept his arm in the direction of the charging beast in a grand gesture.

“It must be young, otherwise a Dirtgnawer would have set an ambush for us,” He told me. “By all means, engage in some target practice.”

I rolled my eyes at him and slowed the wagon with a snap of my reigns. Once the horses had slowed to a stop, I stood up on the bench. Raising my arm and pointing a finger gun at the monster, I closed one eye to try and steady my aim. Lining up my ‘shot’, I started pelting the monster with multiple volleys of Poisonthorn Shot.

My first few missed, as it was still a bit far out. But the thorns themselves actually did reach that far. I hadn’t actually known how far my thorn skill could shoot.

Neat.

Eventually, though, I did manage to hit the ‘Dirtgnawer’, causing it to stumble. Now that it had stopped moving, it was much easier to hit. It only took two more direct hits with my thorns for the monster to puff into a greasy cloud of Miasma.

I huffed a small laugh, shaking my head. How anticlimactic. I guess that was why fighting at range was so preferable.

With a yip, Fade hopped down from the bench and raced over to where the monster had died. I blinked as I watched my wolf dig around at the patch of dirt, before grabbing something in his mouth. Fade bounded back over to the wagon and jumped back up on the bench. Clenched in his teeth was the small chip of a monster core that the Dirtgnawer had dropped on death, no bigger than a finger nail. The pup dropped it on the bench with a tinkling noise and stood over it, panting.

I raised an eyebrow at the young wolf. “Thanks, I guess,” I said to him, amused. Reaching down to pick it up, I noticed that Fade’s eyes continued to track the core pinched between my fingers. He had a hungry look in his lupine gaze.

Flicking my gaze between the core and Fade, I made an exasperated noise. “If you wanted it, why did you bring it over to me?”

Fade just panted at me, gazing tracking the core. I rolled my eyes and tossed the core to him. Fade snapped the gem out of the air like it was a dog treat and gulped it down in one go. He panted happily for a moment, before laying back down on the bench and promptly taking a nap.

I shook my head and sat back down, to the backdrop of Grey laughing. As I was picking up the reigns, I heard the slot behind the driver's bench open. Azarus’s voice drifted out of it. “Oi, why did we stop? Is somethin’ wrong?”

I snapped the reigns, prompting the horses to get back underway. I rolled my eyes unseen to my dwarven friend. “Don’t worry about it.”

……………………………………..

This cycle repeated itself for the next few days. Unlike during the caravan trip to Hollow Hill, we didn’t stop when the sun started to set. We didn’t need time to set up a massive camp to accommodate the needs of over a hundred people, after all. No, we kept driving well into the night, and typically only stopped sometime after midnight.

I could tell, because I'd been getting used to telling time in a world with no easily accessible clocks.

Wait. Couldn’t I make one myself?

Adding it to the list.

Speaking of crafting, some of us were getting a little bit of work done during our downtime. I know Azarus and I were. I actually managed to get a prototype of something I was working on done during those hours. None of us needed much sleep, even though it was nice. I think the only reason that we didn’t drive for longer was so we could rest and care for the horses. They seemed to be holding up okay under the strain, to my untrained eye.

Some of us chose to use the bunks in the cabin, while some seemed just fine sleeping under the stars. Venix didn’t seem like he was sleeping at all. He told us matter-of-factly that he would be covering all guard shifts every night, and would take care of anything that approached.

It was on the third day of travel that something changed for us.

We encountered a Loyalist patrol.

            

    
        Chapter 88 - Poor Performance

    
    
    
    
                Unfortunately, the patrol no doubt saw us at the same time that we did them. We’d been traveling for several hours by that point since we’d gotten back underway. The morning light was waning, leaving us in the fullness of a fall day.

Several miles out, I saw the patrol suddenly cross over the top of a hill on the horizon. They were traveling in our direction on the same road that we were on. I couldn’t make out precise numbers from this distance, but it wasn’t a small group. In the midst of a group of more than two dozen, I saw the crimson banner of the Herztalian Kingdom.

I stiffened at the sight of it. “Shit,” I muttered. My expletive drew the attention of Grey, causing him to look up from his book. He frowned, catching sight of the patrol as well, aged brow furrowing. He sat his book down on the bench next to Fade.

“Shit indeed,” He said, sitting up. Turning around, he banged on the wall behind him until the latch opened. Sylvia’s gemlike blue eyes peered through it up at her father curiously. “Patrol on the road. Tell the others to ready themselves, if it goes badly.” I saw Sylvia’s eyes narrow slightly, and then bob up and down in a nod. She wordlessly closed the latch, before muffled conversation began to drift my way from the cabin.

Meanwhile, Grey turned to me with a sober look on his face. “This is what I was afraid of,” He told me seriously. “Scouts would not have been a problem, but a full patrol will be. They’ll be on edge in these lands. No doubt they have orders to search every merchant and traveler they come upon for Sculpted or Uprising soldiers and material.” He sighed. “Depending on the officer in charge, I have slim hopes this won’t devolve into violence.”

I nodded at my mentor, seriously. “All right. What do you want me to do?”

“Try and offer a bribe,” Grey told me. When my eyebrows rose in surprise, he smiled wryly at me. “As I said, it depends on the officer in charge. Hopefully, the one we encounter is sufficiently corrupt.” Digging around in his drab robe, Grey pulled out a small, clinking bag. Handing it to me, I loosened the drawstring to look inside. A pile of gold coins greeted my gaze.

Closing the bag, I looked up at Grey and sighed. “I’ll give it a shot.”

“Do your best, Nathan, but be prepared for battle. I’ll leave it to you,” Having said that, Grey reached up and pulled his hat down further over his face and slumped in the driver's seat. I heard his breath even out, as he began to pretend to be asleep.

Meanwhile, I turned back to the road and deliberately untensed myself. Keeping my own breath even, I laid a hand on Fade’s head to try and calm myself.

Wait, shit.

Banging on the wall behind me myself and drawing a curious eye peek from Grey, I waited until the latch opened again. This time, I saw that it was Azarus that opened it. “Yeah?” He asked me seriously.

Picking up my wolf pup with a curious whine from him, I passed him through the latch. He was still small enough to fit through. “Take Fade, and hide him inside. He’s still too young to fight.” I told my dwarven friend. Azarus took him and nodded at me before closing the latch.

Turning back to the road, I steadied myself.

All right. Let’s do this.

……………………………………..

It took us another twenty minutes of travel down the road before the patrol drew near us. During that time, I tried to keep an eye on them as we approached each other, but I never saw any behavior that alarmed me. I don’t think they were immediately suspicious of us, but it was hard to tell.

As we came into sight of them, I got a closer look at the patrol. Yeah, these were definitely Herztalian soldiers, alright. I recognized the armor and tabard from the battlefield we’d encountered on the drive to Hollow Hill.

I retained some small hope that they’d let us pass unmolested, but that didn’t last long. As the wagon got close to the group of soldiers, they stopped in the middle of the road, blocking it off.

“Ho, there!” I heard a gruff voice called out from the mass. Stepping out of the group was a large, bald man with an impressively large mustache. He was wearing visibly more elaborate armor than the rest of his soldiers, and even had a cape slung over his shoulders.

I guess this must be their officer. Fancy looking, eh. I knew how to play this.

Pulling on the reigns, I slowed the wagon in front of the group of soldiers. Casting a quick gaze over the group, I counted thirty-two. Thirty-two soldiers, some of them bored, some of them extremely alert. “Cannae help ye, Ossifer?” I asked the officer, affecting an accent.

The officer didn’t blink, just staring at me intently. I don’t know what he was looking for, because he sure as hell wasn’t using Observe on me. “Who are you, good ser?” He finally asked me. “These are dangerous times to be traveling in.”

I shrugged at the man from up on the drivers bench. “Wha’, cause of that there war? Ain’t no mind ta me. Jus’ cause some dollies are runnin’ amuck don’t mean I cain’t do me business.”

I heard some of the soldiers snicker at my accent. They stopped, though, when the officer turned around to glower at his underlings. He turned back around to me when he was done. “And what exactly is your business, my good man?” He asked.

“Imma porter,” I told him lazily, leaning back on my hands. “Got me a load ta take down the coast. Takin’ me pepaw wit’ me, ‘cause maw and paw are too busy ta keep an eye on him.” I jerked a finger over at the ‘snoozing’ Grey, drawing the gaze of the officer. On cue, he let out a loud snore from his slumped-over position. “Headin’ down ta Shrievesport. Heard they’s hurtin’ fer grain, what wit’ no boats comin’ in, dontcha know.”

The officer nodded slowly at my words. God, I’m glad I took the time to study the map back in Hollow Hill. It was useful to know the names of some actual towns. “I see,” He said, relaxing somewhat. “ And your name?”

“Names Martin Cross,” I told the officer, making something up on the spot. “Who’re ye?”

“Captain William Dallens,” He told me. “Your cargo is grain, then? And where are you coming from?”

“Aye,” I said to the man, squinting at him. “Carryin’ a bunch o’ grain from Willowsby way. ‘Ere now, wha’s all this aboot, then? I ent don’t nuttin’ wrong.”

The mustachioed Captain raised his hands my way soothingly. “Merely a routine inspection, good ser. Nothing more. You can be on your way. I don’t think you war-”

“Wait,” I heard a voice interrupt from the group of soldiers, dashing my hopes of an easy getaway. The officer turned around in surprise. A young soldier stepped out of the line of soldiers, squinting at me.

He had a suspicious look on his face.

“I’m from Willowsby,” He said, in an accent that wasn’t half as exaggerated as mine. “And I don’t recognize ye.”

This time, when Captain Dallens turned to face me, he didn’t look near as accommodating at he did before. He didn’t say anything yet though.

I felt a sweat break out on the back of my neck, but I tried not to let it show on my face. “Didna say I was from Willowsby, lad. I’m jus’ a porter.”

“Yeah?” The young soldier asked me disbelievingly. “And yer carryin’ grain? We don’t even grow grain up in Willowsby. It’s an apple town. Hell, we don’t even got a porter’s office!”

Before I could speak, Dallens finally stepped in. “Back in line, Private Orsen,” He said sternly, never taking his eyes from me. Nevertheless, the Private stepped back in line with a salute. “Good ser, I’m going to have to insist on a full inspection.”

He wasn’t asking.

I affected an affronted look. “’Ere now, what’s the issue? I ent lyin’ to nobody now. The lad’s jus’ mistaken, tha’s all.”

“Step down from the cart, ser,” Captain Dallens said menacingly, causing some of his soldiers to lay their hands on their sheathed swords. “I won’t ask again.”

I set the reigns of the cart down slowly. Briefly, I darted my eyes over to Grey, to see that he had an eye open and fixed on me from behind the cover of his hat. He gave me a small, concealed nod. I took a deep breath. “Alright, alright now. Don’t get yer britches in a bunch. Imma comin’.” Taking off my own hat and setting it on the bench, I hopped down from the wagon. Once I was down on the ground, I found that the Captain was much more imposing than he had been when I was on the bench. This guy had more than a few inches on me.

Said officer stared down at me sternly. “Proceed to the back of the cart for the inspection.”

Holding up my hands in faux surrender, I complied. Captain Dallens and I walked around the back of the wagon, accompanied by around ten of his soldiers, leaving the rest to watch the horses and my sleeping ‘pepaw’. Once at the back doors of the wagon, the other soldiers stood off to a safe distance, leaving me and the Captain alone.

Seeing one last chance to possibly settle this without violence, I shuffled in closer to him. “Y’know,” I whispered to him. “I got somethin’ right ‘ere fer ye, if yer willin’ ta look the other way.” Drawing his gaze downwards with a glance, I jiggled the bag of coins that Grey had given me.

Captain Dallens sneered at me. “Are you attempting to bribe a Royal Officer?” He spat off to the side, never taking his disdainful gaze from me. “I’ll be sure to add that to your list of charges, cur. Now stand aside. Time to see what illicit goods you’re actually carrying.” Roughly shoving me off to the side, he approached the doors of the wagon.

Staggering out of the way of the wagon, I sighed. “You know,” I said to the officer, dropping my exaggerated accent. “I wish you were more corrupt. You’re about to really regret that you aren’t.”

Captain Dallens paused in the middle of opening the wagon doors to throw me a confused look.

He didn’t get a chance to do anything more than that.

With a raucous bang, the doors of the wagon burst open on their own, impacting the Captain right in the face. The officer was blown off his feet and flew for several yards, impacting a line of his men. They staggered, but managed to hold him up. It looked like the doors had managed to break his nose, because there was blood running in streams from it. However nobody, not even him, was paying much attention to that.

They were gazing at the sandal-clad chitin foot that had just nearly blown the doors of the cart off their hinges instead. Slowly, Venix unfolded himself from the confines, rising to his full seven-foot height. Under the astonished gazes of the platoon, Venix deliberately laid his four hands on his four sheathed blades.

On Venix’s left, Sylvia grabbed the lip of the wagon roof, and flipped herself on top of it. She crouched there, maskless, golden hair flowing in the wind and silver face gleaming in the sun. On his right, Azarus slipped out of the wagon as well, hammer in one hand and shield clutched in the other. Meanwhile, Aurum peaked out from around the side of Venix’s massive form, but nonetheless stayed in the wagon, clutching his staff.

Under the incredulous gaze of the platoon, Venix spoke first.

“In fate’s firm embrace,

Refusal sealed his bitter end,

Regret stains his choice.”

I darted a quick gaze over at Venix, almost incredulous. Haiku, again? I guess it was a theme with this guy.

While the rest of his platoon streamed alongside the wagon, drawn by the ruckus, Captain Dallens wobbled back to his feet. “You…” He said disbelievingly, gazing darting among the diverse members of our party. His gaze lingered on our Sculpted members, however. “Rebels!” He snarled.

“I suppose we are, Captain,” A voice drifted from the front of the wagon. Slowly, I watched as Grey stood up from his false rest and turned to face the rear of the wagon. Stepping onto the roof of the wagon, Grey walked to stand at the side of his daughter, removing his hat at the same time. Fully revealed, the Archmage gazed down at the soldiers, black and silver eyes glowing.

A wave of disbelief rippled through the gathered soldiery. The Captain in particular seemed affected. “Those eyes…” He breathed.

“Indeed,” Grey smiled coldly.

“Now, let us talk, shall we?”

            

    
        Chapter 89 - Battle on the Road

    
    
    
    
                “As I see things, Captain,” Grey said deliberately, crossing his arms over his thin chest. “There are two ways this encounter can go. One, you can retreat, live to see another day, and conveniently forget you ever met us. Aided, of course, by a memory alteration potion brewed by my own hand.”

Captain Dallens took a deep breath and straightened his armor before speaking. “I don’t believe I can do that, Headmaster.”

Grey shook his head slowly. “Ah, but you haven’t heard your other options yet. You see, the alternative is that I and my compatriots slaughter every last one of you like dogs,” He said dispassionately. The tension in the air ratcheted up dramatically at the blatant threat. Several of the soldiers outright drew their swords, sending a ringing noise echoing through the fields around us.

Not the Captain, though. He took Grey’s threat in stride, not even blinking.

“I cannot allow word of my return to spread among the Loyalists just yet, you see,” Grey said, tapping his fingers on his arm. “And thus, your knowledge of my presence is…inconvenient.”

Captain Dallens shook his head slowly. “I swore an oath to the crown, Headmaster. I’m afraid I cannot break it by letting you pass. Surely, you can understand that. You were once a loyal subject yourself.”

Grey snorted derisively. “Loyal to the crown? Child, I am older than both the crown of Herztal and the Kingdom itself. Herztal has ever been naught but the land my Academy has rested on. I have tolerated its many faults over the years, as it has done more good for the populace than ill. But not,” He leaned forward menacingly. I couldn’t tell if it was just a cloud passing over the sun or not, but the surroundings noticeably dimmed. Meanwhile, Grey’s ecliptic eyes glowed brighter. “Not in this case. Not in this conflict. Captain, you seem like a fairly upright officer. Despite us ending up in this situation, I’m impressed that you resisted the bribe my apprentice offered you. It speaks well of your character. Surely, you can understand that the Loyalist desire to inflict de-facto slavery upon the Sculpted is the height of immorality.”

“It is not my place to question orders, my lord,” Captain Dallens said stolidly, eyes flickering over in my direction at the word apprentice. During their conversation, I’d drawn my latest completed project from its resting place on my hip. At a glance, it looked like nothing more than a leaf-bladed dagger with an unusually long hilt, maybe half a hand longer than a normal one. It was a bit more than that, though.

Grey shook his head, seemingly genuinely regretful. “So be it then,” He said with a sigh. At his unspoken signal, Venix drew all four of his curved blades, getting into a stance. Azarus banged his hammer against his shield, while Sylvia drew a short sword I’d never seen before. The blade itself was made from some kind of blue material, while the cross guard was stylized in the shape of a skull.

Myself, I activated The Scintillant Blade and Thorn Cloak at the same time. As the weight of my skill-born cloak settled over my shoulders, I took a deep breath.

With a ringing noise, Captain Dallens drew his longsword from its sheathe and pointed it at our group. “MEN!” He bellowed. “SUBDUE THEM!” At his command, his group drew their weapons, some more enthusiastically than others. With a cry, the group of soldiers started to charge us.

Grey sighed. “Pointless,” He said, raising a palm to point to the sky. From it erupted a ball of swirling darkness, larger around than a man, that shot into the sky. Some of the soldiers faltered at the obvious spell, while others continued charging. In particular, Captain Dallens made a bee-line for Venix, judging him to be the biggest threat among us.

Well. Other than Grey.

Venix contemptuously parried the Captain’s first thrust with his lower left blade, before driving his upper two blades down at the shorter man. The mustachioed officer dodged the two swords, but missed the lower right blade as it came from beneath. Captain Dallens only managed to avoid being completely disemboweled by the smallest margin, but still managed to come away from the exchange injured. He staggered away from the Antium man with a grunt, before snapping his blade up into reflexive guard to block a follow-up blow that never came. The Captain lowered his blade, only to find Venix back in his stance awaiting him. “Come,” The Antium said dispassionately. With a snarl, the Captain obliged him.

I didn’t have a chance to watch anymore, though. I was too busy dodging out of the way as two of the soldiers bore down on my position. With a cry, one of the younger soldiers, skin still pimply from youth, slashed his sword down at me, I easily parried his blow off to my left side, sending the soldier staggering that way.

God, I was glad that those sparring sessions with Azarus had never stopped. I don’t know how long this kid had been training, but I was just better.

Seeing my chance, I aimed my left index and middle finger at the staggering soldier from under my blade arm.

Poisonthorn Shot.

My thorn shot from the tip of my fingers, aimed directly at the soldier's face. He didn’t have time to react, only barely registering the oncoming skill with eyes widened in horror. His head didn’t quite explode, but there was a large explosion of blood as his face essentially caved in. I didn’t get the chance to confirm if he was down though.

I was too busy frantically diving out of the way of the second, more experienced soldier’s thrust. He’d come upon me from a blind spot while I was busy with the other soldier, and I only barely managed to see the stab in time to avoid it.

I was on the ground from the dive now, though. I looked up just in time to see that the older soldier wasn’t going to wait for me to get up, and was charging at my downed position for another stab. Frantically getting my still burning dagger up and pointed at the soldier seconds before he reached me, I pressed down on the activation rune on its hilt with my thumb.

The dagger extended instantly into a short spear, aimed directly at the charging soldier. His eyes widened in alarm, but he wasn’t able to react in time to avoid running straight into it. The burning blade of my spear pierced straight through his chainmail armor and exploded out of his back in a spray of blood. The soldier clutched uselessly at the segmented steel spear haft, blood running from his mouth.

Scrambling to my feet, I yanked my extendable spear out of the soldier. Gripping the spear with both hands, I spun in a circle and swung the blade at the soldier's neck with a shout of effort.

His head went flying, while his body slumped to its knees.

The entire exchange with both soldiers had only taken maybe a minute. Maybe.

I breathed heavily from the rapid exertion, searching wildly for anyone else who was trying to attack me. My quick glance found that Azarus was fending off four of the soldiers himself with wide swings of his chain hammer, while Venix was casually deflecting the blades of four other soldiers in addition to the captain. A quick glance at the wagon saw that Aurum was taking potshots at whatever soldier he could, sending balls of blue Mana flying from the end of his staff. My attention was stolen, though, when another soldier noticed me and started charging in my direction. I raised my blade, but I needn’t have bothered.

A blue short sword erupted from the front of the soldier, sending him staggering. His blood sprayed far enough that I felt some hit my face. Looking down in disbelief and clutching uselessly at the sword embedded in him, the soldier let out a weak cry.

Sylvia materialized behind him in a shimmer of light, emerging from a cloaking skill of some type. Yanking her sword out of the soldier, she finished him by slitting his throat with a dagger clutched in her left hand.

I blinked the blood out of my eyes at her. My Sculpted friend spared me a quick smile before a booming noise from above stole not only our attention, but everyone else’s on the battlefield. Nearly everyone’s neck craned up to watch as the black ball that Grey had launched only seconds ago exploded into an artificial night sky that hung lowly over us. Within it, I watched as dozens of ‘stars’ began to form in the blackness, burning ever brighter. Seconds later, at a gesture from Grey, the stars began to fall from the sky, unerringly seeking out the soldiers.

When one of the ‘stars’ reached a soldier, they were blown off their feet in an explosion of light and fire. I hadn’t noticed, but not all the soldiers had engaged our group yet. Many of them were waiting off to the side of us, waiting for a chance to dart in and attack.

That only made them easier targets for Grey’s stars. In seconds, over half of the attacking force had been wiped out by my mentor’s celestial spell. I think the only reason the rest of them hadn’t been killed was because they were too close to Venix or Azarus. Still, they were being hemmed in by the stars that were being directed by Grey with hand gestures, circling the individual melee’s like sharks seeking a meal.

Exchanging a glance with Sylvia, I pointed at Azarus’s group and nodded at it. Sylvia nodded back at me and shimmered out of view, but not before I saw her start moving towards Venix’s group.

Meanwhile, I had broken out into a sprint in the direction of the soldiers assaulting my dwarven friend, activating Sylvan Vigor at full power while I did so. I vaulted into the air when I was close enough using my spear as a crutch, flying maybe ten feet into the air. The height I’d reached made my eyes widen, as I’d never tried this before, but I put it out of my mind. Below me, I was rapidly closing in on the exposed back of one of the soldiers harassing Azarus. I maneuvered my spear downwards, point first.

With a shout, I fell on the soldier, skewering right through him, pinning him to the dirt road beneath us with a crash. That distracted the other two remaining soldiers, leaving them vulnerable.

Azarus and Grey took advantage of that.

Two of Grey’s stars closed in on one of the soldiers at a sharp gesture from him, engulfing him in light and fire. The soldier was only able to let out a brief, tortured scream before falling silent forever. At the same time, Azarus sprang forward with a roar, forsaking the chain attached to his warhammer to instead use it as it was intended.

He brought it down on top of the helmet-clad head of the soldier, caving it in with an explosion of gore.

Staggering to my feet off of the soldier, I yanked my spear out of the dead soldier and retracted it to dagger-size. Breathing heavily again, I felt it as Sylvan Vigor ran out of strength. I nearly blacked out at the sudden loss of strength, but I was knocked back awake by a heavy gauntleted hand falling on my shoulder. Blinking my eyes back open, I saw that it was Azarus.

“Ya okay?” He asked me gruffly.

I tried to take a deep breath, but it was interrupted by a coughing fit that caused me to double over. When it passed, I looked back up at my friend. “Yeah,” I said raspily. “I-I’m good.” Looking around, I saw that the battle was over. All of the soldiers that had targeted Azarus and Venix were dead barring the Captain. It looked like he had just been defeated instead of killed, and was being guarded by Venix. Everyone else had been taken out by either Grey’s stars, Aurum’s balls of Mana, or Sylvia and I.

A shuddering breath escaped my chest. It had just now hit me that I had killed three men in as many minutes. I shook it off though. I didn’t have time to brood about killing more people, even in the thick of battle. It looked like everyone was gathering near the captive Captain. Azarus and I wandered over, being careful not to step on the bodies of the dead.

I watched as Grey hopped off the top of the wagon where he had stood the entire battle. Once on the ground, the artificial night sky above us winked out at a sharp gesture from him, dissipating the rest of his stars. The three of us reached Venix and the Captain at the same time that Sylvia shimmered back into view and Aurum jogged over.

Captain Dallens wasn’t in good shape. It looked like other than the slash across his stomach, Venix had decided to carefully dismantle the man. Somehow, it seemed to me that the Antium had carefully slashed the Captains tendons, leaving him unable to stand under his own weight, much less control his arms. He was breathing heavily, while losing copious amounts of blood.

Aurum broke the silence. “I…can heal him,” He said to Grey hesitantly. “If you’d like, Headmaster.”

The Captain broke in before Grey could answer. “I wouldn’t accept…healing from a…Sculpted,” He spat, in between labored breaths. “Just…kill me.”

Grey gazed down at him in pity. “Was it worth it, Captain?” He gestured to the blood-stained fields around us, strewn with the bodies of the dead. “If you had taken my deal, both you and your men would have survived. What did you accomplish with this farce? None of us are even injured.”

Looking around, I saw that he was correct. We may have been splattered with blood, but none of it looked like it belonged to any of us.

Captain Dallens sneered at Grey. “You wouldn’t…understand…schoolteacher. Honor…oaths…loyalty. It’s foreign to…rebellious scum like you. My men…died upholding…the honor of the crown. I have…no regrets.”

“You’re right,” Grey nodded slowly. “I don’t understand. All that you and your men were, all that you could have been. It’s gone now, like dust in the wind. And for what? To fight for an unjust cause?” He shook his head. “What a waste. Venix, if you would?”

Venix looked up from where he had been wiping his swords clean of blood and nodded sharply. Sheathing three of them, the Antium man gripped the fourth with his lower set of hands. He stepped up to stand at the side of Captain Dallens and raised his sword over his neck. Even though he was about to die, William Dallens didn’t break eye contact with Grey. Grey at least did him the honor of holding the Captain's gaze.

I looked away, as Venix slashed downwards with his sword.

I still heard the thump, though.

            

    
        Chapter 90 - Honor and Loyalty

    
    
    
    
                We took the time to bury the members of the patrol. Not just because it was the right thing to do, no. But because we needed to conceal the evidence of our battle with them. If there was one patrol in these lands, there was a good chance that there were more. We couldn’t give them any reason to increase suspicion in the area, at least until we’d accomplished our mission.

Still.

There was something unspeakably grim about digging a mass grave.

We’d gathered all thirty-two members of the patrol and sort of…stacked them together next to the spot where they’d be buried. We deliberately didn’t do much to their bodies, trying to afford them the barest amount of respect. No looting of any kind happened.

We were taking turns on the digging. Currently, it was Azarus and Venix out there, shoveling away at the earth. I was watching them, sitting up against one of the wagon wheels, having just finished my turn and handed my shovel to Azarus. I’d been surprised that we had a few as part of our supplies, but when I’d questioned Azarus about it, he’d just grunted at me dourly.

I didn’t blame him for being standoffish. I think everyone in our group was processing the battle differently.

I know I sure hell was having a hard time of it.

I crossed my arms, letting my gaze drift away from the two digging. Grey was above me somewhere, where he had pulled out a pipe for the first time since we’d met. I couldn’t see him from my position, but I knew that he was gazing out onto the horizon where Tarus was beginning its descent and puffing away. I don’t know where Sylvia was. Sometimes she just…vanished into thin air and we would only see her later.

I won’t lie, I was tempted to do the same. I’d discovered that hunting was a very meditative thing for me, and I longed for that kind of focus right now. Anything to drive the thoughts from my head.

I was knocked out of my introspection by someone plopping down into the dirt next to me. Casting a gaze sideways, I found that it was Aurum, the last member of our little party. Despite being our healer, he hadn’t needed to do much for us post-battle. Grey had been telling the truth to Captain Dallens, right before his death. None of us had been injured, beyond a few minor scrapes and bruises. I hadn’t seen much of him after the battle, having been busy with digging.

Whenever I’d spoken to Aurum, he had seemed like a fairly friendly kind of guy. None of that was evident on his golden features right now, though. Instead, the usually jovial Sculpted was solemn. He was sitting next to me with his knees drawn up to his chest, hugging them like a child.

“This isn’t my first battle, you know,” He told me quietly. He glanced at me from the corner of his golden eye. “Was it yours?”

I drew in a slow breath, memories of Addersfield flooding my brain. In particular, I was remembering our frantic escape from the town, and the guard that I had killed then. “I guess…it depends on what you call a battle,” I told him, just as quietly. “This isn’t the first time I’ve had to kill, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Aurum nodded slowly. “I get that,” He murmured. It was silent between us for a few moments before he broke it again. “I…haven’t really had the chance to know much else than this, you know?” He told me, letting his metallic head thunk back onto the wagon wheel. “Since we all woke up, it’s been nothing but battle after battle, in more ways than just…fighting,” He waved a limp hand at the pile of corpses that we’d made of the patrol. “Sometimes…”

I turned to face him more, since he’d trailed off. I saw that the Sculpted man had a troubled look on his face. “Sometimes what?”

Aurum gazed out into the sunset with an unfocused gaze for a moment before turning to face me. I was surprised at the level of sadness I found in his eyes. “I wonder If any of this is worth it.”

I furrowed my brow. “You mean the Uprising?”

Aurum nodded, troubled. “So much death. So much suffering. Ever since we woke up, I’ve never seen Herztal in a state other than…bickering, and fighting and death,” He drew in a shuddering breath, even though I doubted he needed it. “Sometimes I think we’re a curse on this land. If we had never existed, none of them would have had to die today.” He finished, nodding at the remains of the patrol.

I sighed, turning to face Aurum. “I get it, but let me ask you something,” I said to him, trying to be as compassionate as I could. “Do you think the Sculpted deserve to be slaves?”

The golden Sculpted reared back as if I had struck him. “What?! No!”

I tilted my head at him. “But that’s what they,” I nodded over at the remains of the patrol. “Want you to be. That’s what they died fighting for. The right to enslave an entire race of people, at the command of a bunch of greedy nobles. Let me tell you something that I’ve learned. You know all that stuff the Captain talked about before his death? Honor, and loyalty, and oaths?”

Aurum nodded at me hesitantly. “Yes? I’ve had many people try and tell me about them since I woke up. They’re supposed to be really important.”

“It’s all bullshit,” I told him bluntly. “It’s not that they’re not important in some way. I won’t argue that they can’t be motivating factors for some people, but they get twisted into worthlessness so easily. What honor is there in collaring another person? What oath could possibly be worth consigning another to a life of slavery? Any person that demands that kind of twisted loyalty isn’t worthy of it in the first place!”

Aurum stared at me with wide eyes. Blinking, I noticed that I had gotten to my feet and been shouting at the end, and had drawn attention from Azarus and Venix. Slowly, I sat back down, letting the diggers get back to work. I let out a heavy breath once I’d drawn my legs back underneath me. “They’re all just trappings of society. And when that society is broken in some way, hypocrites twist words like honor to justify their atrocities. When that happens, they don’t matter at all. Let me ask you something else. Have you ever wondered why there are humans that are fighting for the Uprising as well? Why so many of the noble houses are split on the issue, and threw their lot in with you at all?”

“Um,” Aurum stuttered. “Yes? I asked some humans why they were helping us, and they just told me it was the right thing to do.”

“And they’re right, it is. But I guarantee that’s not all. I don’t know this country very well,” I said to him, forgetting for a moment that Aurum didn’t know I was a Precursor and was thus new to Herztal. I cursed to myself mentally, when he gave me a strange look but forged on anyway. “But this country had to be broken in some way, for things to have gotten to this point. There had to be deep-seated grudges and ideological issues that divided them. A civil war like this doesn’t just pop up out of nowhere, even over issues as evil as slavery. In the end, I think that the Uprising was just the excuse that some of the houses latched onto, in order to effect change. And it’s a damn good one. Any ruling body, any King or Council that tries to defend slavery deserves to be ousted. By force.” I finished, snarling. I couldn’t help but rub at my left shoulder when I was done, aware of the false brand that still lingered on my skin.

I didn’t want to forget what had been done to me.

Aurum blinked at me rapidly. “Are you saying that you think the war…isn’t our fault?”

“I don’t know for sure,” I told him darkly, calming down slightly. “But historical examples tell me it’s likely.”

Aurum staggered to his feet. “I need to think about this. Um, thank you for the talk, Nathan.” Having said that, the Sculpted man wandered away from me, with a strange look on his face.

“Yeah,” I said to his retreating back. “No problem…”

I sat in silence for a moment, growing embarrassed. That guy hadn’t needed me going off on him about my own doubts and bitterness. I had to keep in mind that most Sculpted were only a few years old, and were likely extremely lost about their place in the world. I wasn’t surprised that some of them were uncertain about societal constructs like ‘honor’ and ‘loyalty’.

I was knocked out of my stewing by a voice from above me. “A very cynical worldview, Nathan.”

Looking up, I found that Grey was leaning over the side of the wagon and gazing down at me with a raised eyebrow. I flushed. I’d forgotten during my ranting that Grey was sitting up on a bench above us. He likely heard every word I’d subjected poor Aurum to.

I stood up to meet Grey’s gaze better. “Yeah, but am I wrong?”

Grey took a puff of his pipe and held the smoke in his mouth thoughtfully for a moment. Breathing it out into the evening sky, he met my gaze. “Not entirely. I will admit that things in the Kingdom had been strained for some time, even before the Second Initialization. With hindsight, I can see that the invention of the AutoVant was an unintended destabilizing factor on the fabric of Herztalian society. Despite my intentions, the reality is that the rich were growing richer and the poor were growing poorer. Tensions had been running high for some time, even before the introduction of the Sculpted as a unified force. However,” He said, raising a brow at me. “I would advise you to keep your thoughts on honor and loyalty to yourself. It would fair poorly among certain audiences.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “I get it. I wasn’t even trying to say they’re inherently bad, you know?” I told him awkwardly. “It’s just…I think they’re often used to justify atrocities, like what happened to both of us.”

Grey smiled wryly at me, tapping his pipe on the railing of the wagon. Ash fell from it, to rest in the dirt below. “I didn’t say I entirely disagreed with you. Merely that it’s a cynical worldview, not very popular in Herztal. I don’t often see it in the young.” He sat his pipe down on the bench in order to clap his hands together twice. “Now! Enough gabbing. I believe our compatriots are done with the hole. We’ll need to properly lay the deceased in it now.”

I turned around to see that he was right. Azarus and Venix looked to be done, and had started to haul bodies to carefully lay in the grave they’d been digging. Grey swung himself over the railing of the wagon to land on the dirt below, surprisingly spry for such an old man. With one final nod to me, he walked over to them to assist.

I hung back for a moment, one final thought running through my mind. There was something that had happened the last few times I’d killed another person, and I was anxious to see if it had happened again. I called up Hidden Amidst the Spheres in order to see my Status.
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Shit, like I thought. I selected yes.

I allocated my points in the same ratio I’d been using for months. Why fix what had worked for me so far? I took a look at my Status once I was done.
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Well, I was level forty now. I'd even gotten a new class ability. And those levels had without a doubt come from killing other people. Something that was supposed to be nearly impossible.

I didn't care to see what ability I'd even gotten yet, from killing all those people.

Months ago, around when I’d first arrived on this planet, Grey and Azarus had told me that only killing other monsters granted a significant amount of level Aether. Something about how the Aether released on the death of a person was too personalized to integrate. I…don’t think that was the case for me. I’d noticed back in Addersfield after I’d killed Magnus that I’d gotten a few levels from it. I’d been too busy at the time to think about the implications too deeply, but I couldn’t deny the facts now.

I could level from more than just killing monsters and crafting. I could level from killing people. Hell, I even got way more Aether from my Professions than others did.

Not only that, but I’d somehow stolen a skill from Magnus at the moment of his death. That hadn’t happened today, which was honestly a little confusing. But it was something that I could do. Once I did that, I had a ‘special’ skill that allowed me to combine some skills together.

My skills and talents were too powerful, they had too much synergy between them. With the extra sources of level Aether I had access to, I could grow much easier and faster than most could as well. This was all too much to be a coincidence.

There had to be a guiding hand beyond the System granting me all this power.

I felt a chill run down my spine at the thought.

What the hell was a Precursor that someone, or something, wanted me to grow so powerful, so quickly?

            

    
        Chapter 91 - Salty Tales

    
    
    
    
                When we had finished burying the patrol, Grey got to work covering up our tracks. With a wave of his hand, fresh grass sprouted over the mass grave, concealing their final resting place forever. With another, the evidence of battle, including all of the blood spilled on the road, was blown away in the wind.

We all piled back into the wagon after that. We might have just been involved in a battle, but that didn’t mean we could stop. There was still a mission to do.

I accepted the reins from Grey and got us back underway. But as the horses broke into a trot, I couldn’t help my mind from wandering in the silence. Thoughts of my status as a Precursor kept me troubled.

They didn’t really go away.

……………………………………..

The rest of the trip to Marrowmist was mostly uneventful. We only encountered one other traveler on the road, and they thankfully weren’t another Loyalist patrol. Just another wagon, driven by a taciturn old man with skin weathered and tanned from long days spent in the sun. He barely acknowledged us at all when we passed each other on the road.

Didn’t bother me. I’d take indifference to battle any day.

On the trip, curiosity finally won me over and I decided to check out the class ability I'd gotten from reaching level forty. Checking out my Status had to be at least a little more interesting than watching the endless rolling green hills, right?

Apparently, I'd gotten something called Grasping Roots. It was my second activated class Skill, and this one was kinda cool. I'd tested it on the roadside under Grey's interested gaze, and what it did was conjure up a mass of tree roots under a target and bind them with familiar grasping red thorns. It dug those thorns into the target and held them in place. I'd honestly felt a bit bad about using the Skill on the rabbit I'd targeted. Still, it became part of that night's dinner.

As useful as it was, I was kinda weirded out by the description of 'Immobilize your prey', though.

Before long, we’d reached the coast. It may have been a change in scenery, but it was honestly kind of dreary. The sea that bearded Herztal’s eastern coast seemed extremely cold and unforgiving. There wasn’t really much of a beach to it, instead being rocky when it wasn’t just sheer cliff. I asked Grey about it on our travels, and he told me that it was the north-western coast of the continent that had the pleasant, sandy beaches.

Hooray for us that these pirates had decided to set up some in such a damp hellhole.

Finally, after weeks of travel, Grey stopped us over the top of one of those cliffs. He had taken off his hat, and was casting a critical gaze out at sea. Following his gaze, I saw three tall, sharp spires of stone jutting out of the turbulent waters, one next to the other in a line.

“Are we there?” I asked him.

Grey nodded slowly. “Yes, I believe we are. I’ve never reached Marrowmist overland before, but I believe this is the correct location.”

I looked around us in incredulity. We’d gotten off of the main road some time ago, and had reached this cliff after about a day of travel. Problem was, I didn’t see a town of pirates around me. In fact, this area had nothing much at all. In front of us was naught but a roiling sea, hundreds of feet beneath. Behind us was a near-endless expanse of grassland, slowly dying with the advance of fall.

I turned back to Grey. “I don’t see a pirate cove, Grey. I don’t see much of anything.”

Grey turned to me with a raised eyebrow. “That would be because it’s beneath us.” He said, pointing downwards. “The cove is hidden beneath the cliff.”

“Oh,” I said, chagrined. “Then…how are we supposed to reach it? Is there a path along the cliff or something?”

Grey shook his head. “Not along the cliff, no. I don’t believe these cliffs taper off for hundreds of miles. Instead, there’s supposed to be a secret entrance to reach the cove somewhere in the vicinity.” He pointed out to sea again, at the three spires of stone. “The Three Fingers are meant to mark the spot where you can find Marrowmist.”

I furrowed my brow. “‘Supposed to be’?” I asked. “You don’t actually know if there’s an entrance up here?”

Grey huffed a laugh. “As I said, I’ve never reached the cove overland before, only by sea. Still, I was given instruction on how to reach the path downwards, if I ever needed it. However, we’ll have to search for it. In which case,” He said, turning around and banging on the wall behind us. When the latch opened to allow Sylvia’s blue eyes to peer through, Grey spoke again. “Time for a treasure hunt, my dear! We’ll need everyone’s help for this one, so get them all up off their behinds!”

Grey’s Sculpted daughter rolled her eyes at him and then nodded. Wordlessly, she shut the latch. Shortly after that, I heard a muffled conversation inside the cabin. Meanwhile, Grey hopped off of the driver's bench and moved around to the back of the wagon. I looked down at Fade, who had been watching curiously from in between us. I sighed and then smiled at him. “Up for helping with the search, boy?”

The young wolf just tilted his head curiously at me. Nevertheless, he followed when I jumped down off of the bench myself and moved to follow Grey. When I reached the back of the wagon, everyone was already standing around, listening to Grey. “…a plank, about yay high,” He was saying to the group, raising a hand to midchest on his skinny frame. “On it should be the symbol of Marrowmist, three bones obscured by mist. I’m given to understand that it marks the position of the way downward.” He gazed at the grassland surrounding us. “However, it appears to be hidden somewhere in this mess. Once you find it, signal me and I’ll know what to do with it.”

When Grey was finished speaking, our group split up into pairs to search. I went with Grey, Venix went with Azarus, and Sylvia went with Aurum. I struck up another conversation with Grey as we searched through the brush for this plank of wood.

“So,” I said, using my extended dagger to cut some knee-high grass. “You never said how you know these pirates anyhow.”

Grey looked up at me from where he was kneeling. “Oh? Well, that would be because I used to be one.”

I nearly tripped in surprise, before finding my feet beneath me. “What? When the hell were you a pirate? I thought you were a schoolteacher?”

Grey laughed as he stood up. “I wasn’t always the Headmaster of the Academy, Nathan. When I was a much, much younger man, before Herztal was even a unified nation, I was…much wilder.” He gazed out onto the sea with a distant gaze. “Because of how close Hollow Hill is to the sea, it was common even back in those days for restless young men to escape to the waters.”

I…guess I shouldn’t be surprised. I’d noticed several times now that Grey wasn’t, strictly speaking, a paragon of morality. Since I’d known him, he’d demonstrated a level of flexibility that would probably have gotten him labeled a monster back home. From the plan to intentionally instigate a Ward Break back in Addersfield, to the recent battle with the Loyalist patrol.

Grey could be surprisingly callous at times.

I glanced at him from the corner of my eye. “What was that like?” I asked him tentatively.

“Well,” Grey said thoughtfully. “I was born in a fractious period of time. As I’ve said before, Herztal didn’t exist yet. What did exist were the many individual human Kingdoms. They had all popped up in the aftermath of the Initialization Wars, and each claimed that they were the true successors of the Gem City,” He glanced at me. “Gem Cities are truly ancient, predating the System and dating back to the time of the Gods. We believe they were the seats of power for them. Each of the native peoples of Vereden possessed one at one point or another. In humanity’s case, that would be Blutstein, our ancestral capital. In any case, the Succession Wars followed for humanity.”

Grey paused to take out his pipe and fill it. With a snap of his fingers, he lit it magically. Taking a deep breath from the pipe, he held the smoke in his lungs before letting it out. He gazed at his pipe for a moment afterward, looking nearly embarrassed. “I can’t believe I’ve started smoking again. I gave it up when Sylvia was ‘born’.” He admitted, before shaking his head. “Anyway, in the midst of one of the Succession Wars, I signed up with a crew at a long-destroyed port some miles behind us. I was young and rebellious at the time, and I resented the direction my parents wanted for my life, which was as a clerk. I didn’t care for the Duke that Hollow Hill was sworn to, and would have rather slit my wrists than shuffle scrolls for him. Imagine my surprise when I discovered that the crew I’d signed up for were actually privateers given leave to plunder his enemies' coffers.” He finished with a laugh.

I felt slightly relieved. Okay, so he was a privateer. That was…slightly better than being a pirate.

“Oh, that was an interesting time in my life, let me tell you,” Grey said with a smile, nostalgia in his voice. “I stayed on with that crew for nearly a decade, before the Duke was assassinated and his holdings absorbed by another Kingdom. I would spend the next thirty years of my life jumping ships, seeking out new crews.” He shook his head. “In any case, you asked why I know these specific pirates. That would be because I attempt to keep a moderating eye on them. I won’t pretend they aren’t a group of scallywags, but I like to believe the threat of my wrath has decreased undue harm. Why, I’ve nearly convinced the leaders to accept Herztalian commissioned letters of marque.” He paused for a moment. “Nearly.”

“Huh,” I said. “Is it a case of, better the dev-er, monster you know?”

Grey puffed out a cloud of smoke before answering me. “Partly,” He said vaguely, before blatantly changing the subject. He pointed ahead with his pipe. “Oh look, it appears as if young Fade has found something.”

My brow furrowed slightly in irritation. Goddamn cagey old man. Still, I looked where he was pointing. During our conversation, Fade had ranged slightly ahead of us to sniff around. He was stopped though, and was circling a patch of grass. He looked up at us as we neared him and barked at me.

“Well, let's see what you found,” I said to my pup, nudging him out of the way with a boot. Using my spear, I cleared the grass away to reveal…

A weathered-looking plank of driftwood.

As unimpressive as it looked, Grey still let out a noise of satisfaction. “Ah, there it is,” He said, kneeling. Lifting it up, he wiped some dirt off to reveal something carved into it. Looking over Grey’s shoulder, I could see that it was a depiction of three splintered bones in row, with two wavy lines intersecting them perpendicularly.

“The mark of Marrowmist,” Grey said in vindication. He grinned at me. “Let’s just retrieve the others, shall we?” Raising a palm above him, my mentor cast a silent spell, sending a bolt of light soaring above us to explode in a flash. I felt a shiver run down my spine, remembering the last time he had cast a spell into the sky. I shook it off though, and collapsed my spear to sheathe it.

Shortly after that, our four other companions reached our position. Azarus made an unimpressed noise when he saw the plank in Grey’s hands. “Is that it, then?” He asked in disbelief. “What’s that hunk of junk goin’ ta do?”

“Oh, patience my young friend, patience,” Grey said with a smirk. Turning around and laying a hand on the carved mark, he cleared his throat. To my astonishment, he started reciting poetry.

“In Marrowmist, where pirates roam,

A secret door, the pathway home.

Through salty tales and treasures kissed,

Unlock the port of Marrowmist.”

Under Grey’s palm, the supposed symbol of Marrowmist lit up, outlined in blue light. Meanwhile, I gave Venix standing off to my left a bit of the old side-eye. Grey now? Was this poetry thing contagious? Venix noticed my gaze and raised one chitinous eyebrow my way, causing me to hastily look away in embarrassment.

In front of me, Grey leaned in closer to the plank and started speaking into it. “Hello?” He said in a loud, clear voice. “Is anyone there?”

To my astonishment, sound began to emanate from the mark on the plank. Specifically, the sound of crashing and then muffled cursing. “Who the bleedin’ hells,” I heard a reedy voice say, sounding as if it was getting closer. “Are ye? We don’t got no shipments comin’ in. How do ye know about this, now?”

Grey smiled disbelievingly and laughed. “Is that you, Skinflint?” He said, chuckling. “You can’t tell me you don’t recognize my voice, do you? It’s Whitegull.”

There was an astonished silence on the other end of the…plank, for a moment. “Truly?” The voice said, baffled. “We heard ye got nabbed through the grapevine. The hells are ya doin’ here?”

Grey snorted. “The ‘grapevine’ was correct, but I’m free now. I need to speak to the Triumvirate about contracting their services.”

“Well, alright,” The voice, apparently someone named ‘Skinflint’, said hesitantly. “But first ye got ta say the password if ye want in.”

“I already activated the message board,” Grey said in exasperation. “Isn’t that enough?”

“Ye ain’t gettin’ in without the other password,” Skinflint said stubbornly over the ‘message board’.

“Oh, very well,” Grey sighed, before clearing his throat. “The password is…Otto the Ox can suck my…” He grimaced, but continued. “Cox.”

I blinked. Otto? Wasn’t that the name of the now dead High King? Apparently, it was, because Azarus started snickering to himself next to me. For the first time, I got to see Grey’s cheeks redden in embarrassment.

Meanwhile, the voice on the other end of the message board started cackling. “Damn right he can!” Skinflint hooted. “Hope ye ain’t standin’ on it, 'cause I’m sendin’ up the lift!” Over the line, I heard a clanking noise before the light on the plank winked out.

We stood in silence for a moment, before I felt a rumble through the ground beneath me. That rumbling gradually became stronger and stronger before something unexpected happened.

A few hundred yards away from us, something exploded out of the dirt sending grass flying everywhere. I jerked back in surprise, instinctively reaching for my dagger. I wasn’t the only one, as everyone but Grey settled into a combat-ready stance.

But it wasn’t an attack. Instead, I could see the ‘lift’. It was a huge metal platform with an attached dome, large enough to fit at least two wagons on it. On either side of it were two large steel doors, splayed wide and open. I…think it was the violent opening of the doors that caused the explosion of soil.

Over the sound of falling dirt, Grey turned to us with a grin. “Oh, don’t be alarmed. That’s merely our entrance to Marrowmist. The lift, as Skinflint called it. Nathan, if you could, would you mind fetching the wagon?”

“It’s time to secure our ride to Caer Drarrow.”

            

    
        Chapter 92 - Where Pirates Roam

    
    
    
    
                I did as Grey asked and fetched the wagon, bringing it to rest on top of the ‘lift’. Once I did so, Grey activated the message board one more time and had a short conversation with Skinflint on the other side. When he was done, he bodily tossed the plank of wood away from him to land in a patch of grass some distance away from the lift.

I climbed down from the wagon just in time for the lift to lurch into motion. The rails that the platform was bolted into shrieked in protest as they began to grind downwards. The sound and the movement spooked the horses, causing them to whinny and shuffle as much as they could in their harnesses. Thankfully, they didn’t attempt to bolt. As the lift began to descend, I moved from horse to horse, trying to soothe them.

As I was patting one of the horses, I was interrupted by an impressed noise from Azarus. Looking up, I saw that he was standing near the edge of the platform, staring off of the edge at something. “I gotta admit, this is a mite impressive,” He said, crossing his arms over his broad chest.

Curious, I walked over to join him on the edge. My eyebrows shot up at the view.

Stretching out below us was a massive cavern, easily miles in diameter. The huge, yawning mouth of it opened out to sea, with the three spires of stone visible in the distance. A large portion of the cavern was filled with seawater, over which floated dozens of massive docks and what might be hundreds of ships. Some of those ships were absolutely massive, easily the largest wooden ships I’d ever seen. Most of them were much more reasonably sized, though. Hanging onto a bar on the platform and looking further down, I could tell that the back half of the cavern directly underneath us was occupied by a town of some kind.

Honestly, it didn’t seem like a small settlement. Rather, this was a town nearly on the scale of Hollow Hill, with winding streets and a great many buildings and even homes dotted throughout it. This far into the cavern light didn’t reach very well, so from up above I could see dozens and dozens of lights blaring out into the darkness, from lamps to torches to bonfires.

That wasn’t even to mention the people. There were easily hundreds of people out on those streets, milling about.

As I was nearly hanging off the edge of the platform, the rest of the party came over to join Azarus and me.

Grey crossed his arms as well and smiled. “It is quite a sight, isn’t it? This port was the work of generations. It may be a pirate cove, but it’s actually not quite the lawless zone you would expect it to be. You’ll find a surprising number of families living and working within it, unafraid of their rogue patrons.”

I settled back onto the platform, letting go of the bar. “With how big this place this, it can’t be a secret, right?”

Grey nodded. “Oh, it’s not. I assure you, both the Kingdom and the Principality know of Marrowmist’s existence. However, it would be a war in and of itself to try and root them out. There’s simply too much strength concentrated here, both in naval form, and in powerful individuals. There’s an uneasy agreement in place, where Marrowmist agrees to enforce a certain level of civility on its partisans in exchange for leniency.”

I tilted my head in curiosity. “I’m surprised a bunch of pirates agreed to something like that. Isn’t the whole point to be free from government control?”

“I won’t pretend that there aren’t those who, shall we say, vehemently disagree with the decisions of the Marrowmist leadership,” Grey said wryly. “However such people are typically…dealt with. There’s simply too much prosperity to go around under the current system. Lawlessness is always going to be a problem. The Kingdom decided many years ago to attempt this path in addressing it, and I must say it’s worked out quite well for everyone involved. Even those who are targeted by a Marrowmist crew end up benefiting, in the long run. You would not believe the insurance schemes that have arisen in response to the rise of Marrowmist.” Grey finished with a chuckle.

I shook my head at Grey’s explanation, baffled. Organized circular corruption. I…guess if everyone was happy about the situation? It might be fine?

Whatever.

While we’d been talking, the lift finished its descent to the town below. With another grinding noise, the platform settled into a depression set into a wooden frame. A group of men dressed in workmen’s clothes hustled onto the platform and made a beeline for the wagon. I stepped forward to stop them, only to be held back by Grey.

“It’s quite all right, Nathan,” Grey told me. “They’re merely taking the wagon to my residence. I assure you, our belongings will be quite safe there. After all, my name holds quite a bit of weight in this town, doesn’t it, Skinflint?” He said, looking past me.

I turned around just in time to watch as a tall, thin, scarecrow of a man stepped onto the platform. His skin was weathered and salt-scarred from long years spent at sea, and was wearing blue and red striped pants. He was also wearing a white linen shirt, over which he had a brown leather vest, from which hung a variety of odds and ends. He grinned at Grey with a broken smile, numerous teeth missing in his mouth. “Suppose ye do, ‘Whitegull’,” He said, semi-mockingly.

Grey just smiled back at him sharply. “How long has it been, Skinflint? Three years? Five? Whatever could you have done to deserve message board duty? Last I heard you were sailing with Jackie Three-Thumbs.”

Skinflint scowled and spit off to the side. “Nothin’. He jus’ couldn’t take a joke, that’s all. I’ll be back on a ship in no-time, ye’ll see.” He hooked his thumbs into the waistband of his belt. “Enough abou’ me. Ye said ye want ta see the Tri-um-virate? Well, c’mon then. I sent word ahead. They’s expectin’ ye.” He turned around, gesturing for us to follow him.

Grey stepped forward confidently, seeming completely at ease about stepping into a pirate town. He paused before we left, though, causing Skinflint to turn around in irritation. Grey didn’t pay him any mind, however. “Aurum,” He said kindly to our healer, causing him to snap to attention. “Perhaps you should remain with the wagon after all. I’m not sure if Marrowmist is entirely…to your taste.” He said delicately.

Aurum actually seemed relieved to be asked to stay behind. That reminded me of something. Bending down and scooping up Fade, who had been following at my heels, I deposited the wolf pup in the Sculpted man’s arms. He looked down at the animal in a bewildered manner, before looking back at me.

“Keep an eye on Fade for me, will you?” I asked him, causing Fade to yip at me reproachfully. I rolled my eyes at the young wolf. “You’re a bit young to be traipsing around a pirate town. I promise, when you’re big and strong, you can come on more adventures, all right?” Fade just chuffed at me, and settled into Aurum’s arms.

“Um, sure,” Aurum said, blinking. “I’ll look after him.”

“Are ye done?” Skinflint asked sarcastically, before turning around and walking off, clearly expecting us to follow. Grey rolled his eyes but did so anyway.

The rest of us trailed in his wake.

……………………………………..

I kept my head on a swivel, as I followed Grey through the pirate town of Marrowmist. Not only because I was honestly a little wary of it, but because I was also interested.

This was a pretty unique looking town.

It wasn’t ramshackle, but I wouldn’t exactly call my surroundings upscale either. Rather, it bizarrely seemed like the normal working-class neighborhoods that I’d seen back in Hollow Hill. Except, more nautical themed. We passed by plenty of fisheries, general stores, and an absolute ton of bars. Sure, there were some shady-looking people idling around, but by and large it wasn’t quite as rowdy as I would have expected it to be.

Honestly, I’d kind of built this place up in my head, over the last couple of weeks. I’d thought I’d be walking into an absolutely lawless den of thieves, but it only came off as slightly dubious.

Grey seemed to know where he was going, but was content to let Skinflint lead us through the streets, further into the town. Our procession through Marrowmist was actually garnering a bit of attention from the locals though. Every once in a while, someone would recognize Grey and do a double take, stopping in the middle of the street. That would set off a chain of other residents stopping to watch and whisper with each other.

Skinflint seemed to love it, strutting down the streets like he owned them. Grey, though, took it in stride. I think he was just used to this kind of attention.

Eventually, our little group reached a more wealthy-looking area of town. Well, I say wealthy, but what I really mean is gaudy. I think this was the residential area for the more, shall we say, ‘successful’ pirates of Marrowmist. On either side of me, I was surrounded by extremely tacky-looking manors, gilded in more gold and with more ostentatious decorations than even Magnus’s manor back in Addersfield.

I couldn’t help but rubberneck as we walked past one of them that had a massive golden statue of a one-eyed pirate riding a shark, just beyond a metal fence. The pirate was waving his tricorne hat in the air like he was riding a bucking horse, instead of a sea predator.

I exchanged an incredulous look with Sylvia. “Have you ever been here with Grey?” I said to her, leaning in closer.

She shook her head. “No,” She said, bewildered. “Father has never shared this part of his life with me.”

Grey must have heard us, because he turned around. “I’d always intended to, my dear,” He said with an apologetic smile. “But it’s been a…hectic last few years, to say the least.”

Sylvia’s eyes trailed to another statue, this time of an octopus menacingly brandishing a different melee weapon in each of its eight tentacles. “As you say, Father.”

Before long, we reached the end of the block of ridiculous houses. There we found the largest of the manors by far, and also the busiest. Past the metal gate and through the open doors, I could see what looked like dozens of pirates busy partying and drinking in what looked to be an oversized tavern. The sounds of singing and laughter reached us even from the street.

Skinflint didn’t pause for a moment before barging through the gates and making for the tavern entrance like he owned the place. The rest of us followed him inside. Looking around, I hid a wince at the loud music and carousing that filled the air. Now this was what came to mind when I thought of ‘pirate tavern’. It was huge for one, and the entire massive first floor seemed to be entirely taven, with a massive bar along one wall. In one of the back corners, I could vaguely make out what seemed to be a fighting ring of some kind, but there were too many people gathered around it see what was going on. In another corner, I could see an entrance to a busy kitchen, with people coming in and out of it constantly. On the far wall was a set of wide double stairs that let up to the second floor. That was where Skinflint was taking us.

He was stopped though, when one of the huge guards dressed in leathers at the base of the stairs laid one massive fist on his chest. “Invitation only,” He grunted.

Skinflint reared back and slugged the massive man in the jaw, dropping him in one punch. He spit on the unconscious guard's body. “Try and stop me, will ye. Pillock.” Without sparing the other guard a glance, he stepped over the guard's body and onto the stairs. He didn’t even glance back to see if we were following.

Our group walked around the dazed guard, who was being helped back to his feet by another one. “Uh, sorry,” I told him, slightly apologetically. I didn’t know what I was apologizing for, honestly. It’s not like I was the one to punch him. The guard just blinked at me stupidly.

The second floor was much quieter than the first one, even though noise from the first still reached us. It, bizarrely, seemed much more ‘civilized’ up here, in comparison to the chaos of the first floor. Rather than open tables surrounded by drunken fools, it was littered with private booths filled up with… wealthier-looking drunken fools.

They were at least quieter about it, though.

However, none of them were important to us. I could tell what was.

It was the three occupied thrones along the far wall of the second floor, up on a dais. As we drew closer to the thrones, I was able to get a good look at the occupants.

I guess these guys were the Triumvirate.

Two of the thrones were occupied by humans, one man and one woman. The third was a dwarf, dressed in clothes with an almost militaristic cut. Said dwarf had long blonde hair, and an equally long blonde beard. Something told me he wasn’t a noble, though. Maybe it had something to do with the glower he’d fixed Azarus with the second he’d caught sight of us.

Just a guess, but maybe he didn’t care much for dwarven nobility.

Honestly?

I didn’t blame him.

The human guy was likely the biggest fop I’d ever seen, which was saying something considering what I’d seen back in Rhoscara. He was slightly older looking, with a massive head of curled white hair, very obviously a wig. His older features were painted with thick ivory cosmetics, which didn’t quite mask the huge mole he had on his right cheek. He’d been checking his appearance in a small handheld mirror before our approach, but snapped it closed when he caught sight of us. Fussily, he straightened his frilly and ostentatious pearl suit and sat up straighter.

Frankly, I wasn’t intimidated by either of them.

The woman on the other hand…

Something about her struck me as dangerous.

She was beautiful, but that seemed like one of the least important things about her. Dressed in close-cut black leathers, she nearly blended into her own clothes with how dark her skin was. Over those leathers, she was wearing a blood-red silk long coat with a cutlass belted at her hip. Long, braided steel-grey hair hung down her back, kept out of the way of her sharp, chocolate-brown eyes bearded on either side with slight crow's feet. She was watching us now, almost hungrily.

Looking at this woman…it was like staring at a naked blade. It almost hurt to see her.

She spoke first. “Well, well, well,” She nearly purred, once we were in range. “I almost didn’t believe Skinflint when he told us you were in town, ‘Whitegull’. For once, he wasn’t lying.”

Skinflint affected a wounded posture, one hand over his heart. “‘Ere now, tha’s uncalled for. When ‘ave I ever been anythin’ but the heart of honesty?”

The dwarf snorted. “All the damned time,” He said in rough, gravelly voice. “Now get out of here, bilge rat. Your betters have business to attend to.”

Skinflint sneered at the dwarf but did as he was told. He turned away and strode over to one of the unoccupied booths. As he passed me, I heard him mutter to himself. “Betters me arse…”

“Now!” The fop said in a high-pitched, nasally voice once Skinflint had walked away. He clapped his hands together, once. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

            

    
        Chapter 93 - Cold Shock

    
    
    
    
                “Alphonse, Ruben,” Grey nodded at the man and then the dwarf, before pausing for a moment. “Cassandra.”

“Ugh,” The dwarf, apparently ‘Ruben’, grunted in disgust. He reached for a nearby goblet and chugged its contents, before slamming it back on the table. “I’m not drunk enough for this shit.”

“Come now,” ‘Alphonse’ said, smiling insincerely. “The Headmaster is always a welcome guest in our port.”

Grey smiled calmly at the three apparent rulers of the town, ignoring the not-so-subtle digs. “Thank you for seeing me so promptly. I promise not to take too much of your valuable time.”

The woman in the center, ‘Cassandra’, leaned forward languidly, resting her chin in her hand. “Let me guess,” She drawled. “You’d like our help intervening in your little war.”

Grey shook his head and smiled at her disarmingly. “Not at all. I wouldn’t dream of asking Marrowmist to intervene in matters of state.”

For some reason, that caused all four of them to let out a short laugh.

Chuckling, Grey continued. “No, I have no desire to insert Marrowmist into the conflict with the Loyalists. Instead, I’d like to charter the services of a Captain willing to provide a specific service.”

“Oh?” Cassandra asked. “And what service would that be?”

Grey met her eyes. “I need an experienced Captain willing to ferry myself and my companions to Caer Drarrow. There are…certain people that need to be freed from those walls.”

I unwittingly tensed in surprise, before forcing myself to relax. I couldn’t believe Grey had just outright told them the brunt of our plans. Focusing back on the conversation, I was unnerved when I saw that my slight movements hadn’t escaped the notice of Cassandra.

Meanwhile, the dwarf had burst into laughter at Grey’s words. “That’s some cosmic fucking irony right there!” He hooted. “Breakin’ people out of the prison ya built with your own gods-be-damned hands!”

“I assure you, I’m not blind to the coincidence,” Grey said with a strained smile. “Nevertheless, with the blockade in place, I’m cut off from my own ship and cannot Captain this rescue myself. Therefore, I find myself in need of Marrowmist’s assistance. I assure you, I’ve brought enough to pay for the service.”

Alphonse and Cassandra exchanged glances while Ruben continued chortling to himself. Alphonse turned back to Grey with an overdone apologetic look on his painted features. He shook his head. “I’m afraid…that won’t be possible, Headmaster.”

Grey’s smile faded, his eyes flicking back and forth between the leaders of Marrowmist. “And why is that?”

Rubens laughter died down. “Because we were paid a fuck ton of gold not to intervene, that’s why.”

“Specifically,” Cassandra interjected. “There was a requirement to not assist you.”

“These Loyalists, it appears that they’re aware of your,” Alphonse paused for a moment, visibly searching for the words. “Historical ties to this town. Why, you’re practically a living relic of Marrowmist! A valuable antique, one might say.”

Grey hummed to himself. “Is that so? My my, is that all they wanted from you, in my regard?” He said calmly.

His unspoken implication hung in the air. Several of the large Marrowmistian guards that had been lingering nearby tensed up, causing our group to react as well. Venix stepped forward to stand at Grey’s side, his huge frame an intimidation in and of itself. I tried to step a little bit more behind Grey, so my slow reach towards my dagger was obscured.

Turns out, I needn’t have bothered.

“Nah,” Ruben said, unphased. “They wanted us to try and take ya too, if ya showed up here. Bugger that, though.”

“As strong as we are, we’re aware we would need to get quite lucky indeed in order to overcome your brutish might, Headmaster,” Alphonse simpered, hiding his mouth behind his hand.

“We took the gold, of course,” Cassandra said bluntly. “But it’s just not worth the risk, so you and your little flunkies can relax. Still, that doesn’t mean you’re going to be getting a ship out of us.”

The tension that had filled the air slowly dissipated. Through his robes, I was able to see as Grey’s back untensed as well.

“Hmm,” My mentor crossed his arms in though, drumming his fingers on them. “Quite a conundrum. I quite emphatically need to reach that prison. You’re willing to forsake the Loyalist's desire to capture me, but not their want for you to deny me service?”

“Turning ya away when ya come for business is one thing,” Ruben started.

“But actively turning on one of our own is another,” Cassandra finished with a smirk.

Alphonse let out a delicate-sounding snort at the others words, but didn’t contradict them.

Grey bowed his head slightly. “…out of us.” I heard him mutter to himself. Raising his head, he smirked at the Triumvirate. “Out of pure intellectual curiosity, what would happen if I were to say, convince one of the Captains in this fine establishment to accept my commission? Hypothetically speaking, of course.”

Alphonse rolled his eyes and flopped back in his gilded throne with a huff. Meanwhile, it was Cassandra and Ruben who exchanged smirks this time. Cassandra turned back to face Grey. “Hypothetically, that Captain would be directly defying one of our decrees, and would be in violation of the Marrowmist charter. They would be immediately sentenced to a term of exile for no less than five years, and would owe significant recompense after that term if they want entrance again.”

Grey sighed, reaching up to massage his brow. “I see,” He said tiredly.

Cassandra dropped all pretense. “It’s going to be a hard sell, Grey,” She said, not un-sympathetically. “We frankly needed that gold, and can’t afford to offend customers like them when their pockets are so deep. There’s a lot of uncertainty going around right now, and not just because of the war. The seas have been rough lately.”

Ruben impatiently waved a nearby server over and snatched another goblet of booze off their tray. “It’s like someone pissed it off or something,” He grumbled over his liquor.

“You have free reign of the town, I won’t deny that to you as a signatory,” Cassandra said to Grey. “But that’s it.”

“Very well,” Grey said, meeting her eyes. They exchanged nods. “I’ll leave you to your evening, then. Is my reserved room still open to my use?”

“Of course it is,” Alphonse said irately. He shooed us away with one limp hand. “You may go.”

“Come along, my friends. Follow me,” Grey said to us, turning his back on the Triumvirate. With one last glance at the rulers of this town, I did the same and followed Grey back the way we came.

I couldn’t help but feel a pair of eyes on my back though. Risking a glance over my shoulder, I met the intense gaze of Cassandra. She smiled slightly at me, before I hastily turned back around and caught up with the group.

……………………………………..

We all followed Grey through the tavern to another set of stairs in a corner. Climbing up it, I found that the third floor was much smaller than the first and second. It seemed to just be a short hallway with a number of private rooms with embossed plates set into them.

Grey led us to one door, covered in dust, that had a faint image of a bird in flight engraved on it. He wiped a hand through the dust, revealing the bird more clearly to be a gull. Afterward, he set his palm on the gull fully, making it glow briefly in a blue light. The lock on the door clicked open a moment later, letting Grey open it easily. Inside, the room reminded me of an old-timey smoking room, in surprisingly good condition considering how neglected the door had looked.

Grey strode across the room while we were milling about to a small bar on the far wall. Taking down a bottle of a dark liquor, he uncorked it and took a swig. Azarus walked over to the bar as well and accepted the bottle of booze from Grey. He grabbed a glass down from the wall and poured himself a finger of the liquor, before shotgunning it in one go. He made an impressed noise at the taste, and poured himself another. “Well,” Grey sighed, turning around to us. “I won’t quite say we’re screwed, but things have become substantially more difficult.”

Meanwhile, I flopped down onto one of the incredibly comfortable looking couches in the room with a sigh. God that was nice, after over a week of either hard bench or hard ground. I looked up at Grey. “Yeah, things sound a bit more complicated than you thought they’d be. If I understood that conversation right, then you’re going to have to bribe a Captain around here to potentially risk their entire livelihood for our sake?”

Grey grimaced. “That is…” He sighed. “Essentially correct.”

Sylvia sat down on one of the stools at the bar, while Venix stood by the door and crossed his arms. “What do we do now, Father?” She asked Grey.

“I, am going to need to ‘schmooze’” He said, making air quotes. “With the other Captains down on the second floor. I need to try and convince one of them to risk the trip and certain exile afterward. Perhaps if I offered a commission with a shipping company I can pull some strings at? Maybe a position as a…naval…instructor…at the Academy after the war?” Grey sighed again, massaging his brow. He looked over at his daughter. “Sylvia, something else worried me. Ruben said that the sea has been angry for some time. Could you perhaps scout the town, try and figure out what he’s speaking of?”

Sylvia nodded, standing up. She paused before she left, and then turned to kiss Grey on the cheek. “Good luck, Father.” She said with a smile, pulling away.

Grey touched his cheek with a returning smile. “You as well, my dear.” At that, Sylvia left the room, nodding at me on the way out. Once she was gone, he turned to me. “Meanwhile, I think it would be good if you and Azarus,” My dwarven friend looked up from his glass of liquor at the sound of his name. “Attempted to mingle with the crew on the first floor. Perhaps you’ll have some luck, and hear about a Captain fallen on hard enough times to accept our commission.”

I stood up with a disappointed groan from having to leave my new best friend, the couch. Popping my back, I addressed Grey with a smirk. “Am I going to have to punch a guard to get up on the second floor if we find anything?”

Grey rolled his eyes. “No, that was just Skinflint being Skinflint. Simply inform the guards that you have an urgent message for Captain Whitegull and they’ll let you through.” Azarus set his drink down with a disappointed groan of his own, causing Grey to roll his eyes. “There will be plenty of alcohol for you to drown yourself in downstairs.”

“Probably not as good though,” Azarus grumbled.

……………………………………..

“YEAH!” Azarus roared, already sloshed after his fifth mug of what the locals only called ‘grog’. He waved his sixth mug around wildly from his place in the crowd ringside of the bare-knuckle brawling pit, spilling booze everywhere. I don’t think he even knew which of the two heavily muscled human men fighting he was rooting for.

After Grey’s explanation, we’d split up in the direction that he’d suggested. He had wandered down to the second floor, with Venix trailing after him like a bodyguard. Meanwhile, Azarus and I had gone down to the first floor, and ordered some drinks.

Things had degenerated from that point.

I took a sip of my drink, something I was pleasantly surprised tasted like a hard root beer from back home. I was trying to keep an eye on both the tavern floor and my friend at the same time. I wasn’t too concerned about Azarus, though. I knew he could burn the booze off in seconds if he was actually in trouble.

Meanwhile, I couldn’t say I was having an easy time snooping on the booze hounds of the first floor. The few people I’d tried talking to had either told me to piss off, or outright threatened me. I’d resorted to eavesdropping in order to try and gather information for Grey.

I couldn’t exactly say that a bunch of blackout drunk pirates were the most riveting conversationalists, however. In other words, I’d learned jack and shit.

I sighed into my mug. At least this stuff was good. I took another drink, allowing myself to enjoy the slight buzz I had going.

My attention was stolen, however, when one of the doors on the far wall banged open. From what I’d seen, those were the game rooms, where people went to gamble away all their ill-gotten goods. Two human pirates marched out of the game room, dragging a third, Sculpted pirate behind them by his arms.

I felt my blood run cold at what I saw around his neck.

A slave collar.

The world slowed down around me as I found my vision narrowing down at the unexpected sight. It had been over a month now since I’d seen one at all, ever since we’d escaped Addersfield. In a distant corner of my mind, I could feel a quiet voice telling me that I shouldn’t be surprised. Even though outright slavery was outlawed in Herztal, these were pirates. Of course they’d be involved in illegal activities.

The rest of my mind was hardening. I could feel something deep down inside of myself growing colder. It was as if a spark of purpose that I’d discovered since I’d freed myself was frosting over with a familiar hatred that I thought had died with Magnus.

Sparing Azarus a single disinterested glance, I saw that he was just fine. He was a big boy, he could take care of himself.

That Sculpted couldn’t.

I waited until the two pirates dragging the slave passed my table, and then stood up and dropped a few coppers on it. Discreetly, I followed behind the group, making sure to utilize every trick Sylvia had taught me to avoid detection.

Out into the streets of Marrowmist.

            

    
        Interlude 7 - Poor Judgement

    
    
    
    
                ‘Porous’ Pete wondered if this was what sweating was supposed to feel like.

He wasn’t fleshy like the rest of the people sitting around the game table he found himself at. No, he was Sculpted, and sculpted out of pumice. Like the rest of his ‘brothers’ and ‘sisters’, once upon a time he had been nothing more than a mindless AutoVant, built for a specific purpose. In his case, some absolute flippin’ genius had hit up on the idea of trying to reinvent the wheel. He wanted to custom commission an AutoVant for ship work at sea, and didn’t want the standard wooden model designed for that purpose.

No, he wanted a stone ‘Vant. To work on a ship of all things.

Beyond the fact that most of the heavier Sculpted, those hewn from metal and stone, couldn’t swim, there was another problem with that. The weight, you see. Most of them just weighed too much, more than a typical fleshy crewmate. If a Captain took the heavy ones with them, then that was more cargo they couldn’t haul. The wooden ‘Vant’s just weighed less, and actually floated on the open sea instead of sinking like the stone ones.

But that customer had been insistent, and so Pete was ‘born’. The exasperated craftsman had decided to shape him out of pumice, a type of volcanic rock. It had even worked. Pete could float out in the salt.

For a while. Until he filled up, that is.

Only, the customer hadn’t much cared for Pete’s appearance. Pete was cursed to forever look like a pimply-faced hume teenager forever, with his pumice pocked skin.

When that bastard, whoever he was, had refused to pay for Pete, he’d been shuffled into a closet. That closet had been where Pete had opened his eyes for the first time, during the Second Initialization. He’d stumbled out of it like an undead, all covered in cobwebs and extremely confused.

His first memory had been of his maker letting out a high-pitched shriek of surprise, before chasing him out into the street. After that, one thing led to another before Pete had found himself serving with his current crew, and under his current Captain.

Gods, he hoped she appreciated what he was doing.

Pete fidgeted in his chair around the card table he’d found himself at. In front of him, in the middle of the table, lay a pile of coins that had been wagered over this current hand. Salt’s breath, he thought there were even a few platinum coins in the mix. Those sure as hell hadn’t come from him, what with how broke he and his Captain were. No, that wasn’t what he was betting on this game.

He was betting himself.

The only way that he had managed to buy his way into this game was to bet his freedom. Everyone knew that the Longslip boys dealt in the flesh trade, and were making coin hand over fist selling to the stunties. Pete wasn’t exactly flesh, but he supposed stone worked just as well for these here bastards.

He’d been doing pretty well, for the first few games of Karat. He’d hedged his bets and won a modest pile of coin to stay in the game. Only, Pete hadn’t realized the trap he was falling into.

They were letting him win.

One by one, the rest of the players at the table had been eliminated, until it was just him and one other person at the table. Captain Donovan Longslip himself sat across from him, legs thrown up nonchalantly on the table and puffing on a cigar without a care in the world. It didn’t even seem like he was paying much attention to the game at all. He was holding his cards off to his side, and was only glancing at them every once in a while in disinterest.

No, most of his attention was on Pete, his unfairly handsome features twisted in a knowing smirk. Everyone in the cove knew that his fair face hid the blackest of all hearts.

Pete gulped, even though he didn’t need to as a Sculpted. It was just one of those things you picked up around the fleshies. He knew that he shouldn’t be giving away so many tells, but everyone in the room knew that he was boned now. He drew in a shaky breath to calm his non-existent nerves, looking down at the measly two crowns in his hand. The bastards, they hadn’t even bothered to make it an easily missable cheat. That wouldn’t save him, though. The Triumvirate wouldn’t care, if he even got the chance to plead his case to them. In their eyes, he’d fallen for an easy trick, and would get what he deserved.

These boys had set things up that way on purpose. The game had been rigged from the start. The jaws of the trap were closing in on him now. They were just waiting for him to lay his final cards on the table in order for the charade to finish.

Pete fixed a shaky smile on his face, and tried to meet Longslip’s eyes. “Well, lads,” He said in an unsteady, whistling voice. “I think I’m goin’ to have ta fold on this one. I’ll just be gettin’ out of yer hair now.” He tried to rise from his chair, only for a firm hand to fall on either of his shoulders and push him back down. Glancing over his shoulder, Pete found that two of Longslip’s musclebound enforcers had hands on him, with sadistic looks on their stupid faces. Quaveringly, he turned back around to Longslip.

The slaver Captain took a long puff of his cigar before speaking. “No, yer not,” He said casually. “Be a good lad now and lay yer cards on the table.”

Shit.

Almost resigned to his fate, Pete did as he was told and limply tossed his hand on the table. “Two crowns,” He said, defeated.

Longslip hummed to himself. He sat up, swinging his legs off the table and laying his own cards out in a sweeping motion. “Four swords,” He said with a smirk.

Pete gazed at the cutlasses emblazoned on Longslip’s cards dully. He shook his head. “Ye slimy bastard,” He said in disbelief. “Ye couldn’t even pretend, could ye? I have one of those swords.”

“Well, I don’t know how that could have happened,” Longslip said mockingly, amused at his own ‘cleverness’. He turned to face one of his subordinates in the room. “How’s about ye, Micah? Do ye know how those extra swords got into me deck?”

Micah, a slim, dark-haired rake of a man leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, snorted. “Can’t rightly say I do, Captain.”

“Don’t matter anyway,” Longslip said, turning back to face Pete. “Games done, and it’s time to collect me winnings.” He stood up from his chair and outstretched a hand to Micah. The flunky pushed off of the wall and picked up a bucket lying at his feet, taking something out of it and handing it to his Captain.

A slave collar.

Pete drew in a shuddering breath at the sight of it. Mockingly, Longslip snapped the open end of the collar at him, as if it were the jaws of an impatient beast. Meanwhile, Micah approached the wood-burning stove in the corner of the room. Reaching it, he drew a branding iron from the bucket and thrust it into the stove, heating it.

Pete didn’t resist as Longslip walked around the table and clasped the collar around his porous neck. “Ye know me Captain ain’t gonna stand fer this,” Pete said quietly. “She’ll come, and she’ll make ye regret this buggery, Longslip.”

Longslip chuckled, leaning down to ear level with Pete. “I’m intendin’ on it,” He hissed in the Sculpted’s ear. “Lass as comely as her? Well, she’ll probably fetch more than ye will. And she don’t got anyone else to back her up no more, now does she? Yer All. She’s. Got.” Shame and horror rolled through Pete at Longslip's words. This hadn’t just been a trap for him.

This whole charade had been so they could bait a trap for his Captain.

Out of the corner of his eye, Pete saw Longlip accept a burning red branding iron from Micah. With a harsh shove from Longslip, Pete fell face forward onto the table with a grunt. “Now, don’t scream too loud, will ye? Don’t need the nobs upstairs complainin’ about the noise.”

As he felt the head of the branding iron hovering over his back, Pete cursed the fool who designed Sculpted to feel pain. He tried to brace himself, but wasn’t truly prepared for the searing sensation of the iron as it tore through his shirt to rest on his stone skin.

He screamed.

……………………………………..

Pete was barely conscious as he was dragged out of the game room. He was hazily aware that the same two enforcers from earlier had him in between them and were taking him somewhere. He retained only enough presence of mind for his surroundings to appear as if they were shrouded in mists.

So this was what it was like…

As far as he knew, it was rare for Sculpted to get collared and branded like slaves since they’d all been woken up. But from speaking to others, he’d learned that it was a crapshoot what the binding would do to them. Most of the time, it knocked them for a loop, losing their Status all at once. Not only did they lose what strength they had fought for, they lost control of their bodies altogether. At least for a time. Apparently, for those unlucky enough to be bound, it should eventually return. But for now, he was just an unblinking hunk of rock in the form of a hume.

Sometimes though….

Sometimes it was worse. For some Sculpted that got branded, they lost the sapience that had been given to them. They just returned to the mindlessness of the before times, when they were little better than farm equipment.

Pete wondered which had happened to him. Was he just powerless for a while? Or…was he trapped inside his own mind forever, while his body was puppeted around under the command of whoever he was sold to? Was this what actually happened to his brothers and sisters who were collared and sold as slaves? He would have shivered, if he could.

With the world in a blur, Pete couldn’t track exactly where Longslip’s crewmen were taking him. He could tell that they’d left the tavern by now, though. He didn’t think they were taking him to the docks, either, from the way he couldn’t hear the sea. Wherever they were taking him, they reached it eventually. The meatheads dropped him unceremoniously against a wall, and began to beat against what sounded like a metal door. Pete strained his ears as much as he was able, when he heard the sound of a latch opening.

“Password,” He heard someone grunt on the other side of the door.

Pete heard the sounds of the enforcer rummaging around in his grubby pocket. “Uh,” The pirate said stupidly. “The…password…is…dim…rum…run…you…moron?”

The person beyond the door sighed. “Close enough,” They said tiredly. “Get in, you idiots. Bring the ‘Vant with you. You got the slate?”

“Yeh,” The other enforcer said dumbly, rummaging around in his pockets.

“Give me that, you lunk,” The voice said irritated. Pete heard the sound of something shuffling hands. “No doubt a dumbass like you would manage to break it.”

Pete was lifted off of the ground again by the two enforcers, and dragged through the now open door. His vision was thankfully starting to improve, allowing him to just barely make out the shape of a wooden crate in the dim light. In fact, there were rows of them all around him.

The Longslip pirates had brought him to one of their warehouses in town.

They dragged him to the back of the warehouse where Pete assumed they kept their ‘live’ cargo. A row of huge iron cages, each big enough to hold an ox. Pete tried not to think about how many poor, unfortunate souls had been thrown in one of those to be sold to the stunties. He cringed mentally at the pain of being thrown into one of them himself, as the Longslip men clanged the door of the cage behind him.

He lay there, motionless and silent, wanting to weep at the depths of his own failure. But he couldn’t. The only thing he could do was stare up at the windows near the ceiling with an unblinking gaze in his frozen body.

Pete wasn’t sure how long he lay there before something changed.

A shadow moved in front of one of the windows he was staring at.

Pete’s stone heart dropped in his chest, half from dread, and half from hope. Who the hell was that? That couldn’t be his Captain. She didn’t have an indiscreet bone in her body. If she’d come to rescue him, he would have expected her to blow in through the front door of the warehouse.

He watched, frozen, as the shadow over the window slowly, soundlessly opened the window and slithered inside. Once inside, they somehow clung to the wall for a moment and slowly inched the window closed. In the brief moment that the moonlight illuminated their form, he could see that they were wearing a hooded cloak of some kind. After closing the window, the figure began to lower themselves to the floor of the warehouse using some kind of spiked rope before they slipped out of Pete’s view.

The entire entrance had taken only seconds.

Pete still couldn’t move so he strained his ears as much as he could. In the dim silence of the warehouse, he couldn’t hear much. His Perception wasn’t as high as he wanted it to be. All he could make out were the muffled coughs and shuffling noises of the guards as they patrolled the warehouse, alert for his Captain’s rescue attempt.

Only because he was listening for it could he tell when something thumped to the ground.

One of the guards must have heard it, too, though. “Jord?” Pete heard one of the enforcers call out. “You trip or somethin’?” He said, moving closer to where the sound had originated. Seconds later, Pete heard a gasp from the guard. “INTRU-”

He didn’t get to finish his shout. The enforcer was cut off with a strangled, burbling noise.

He’d done his job, though, as Pete heard the third guard in the warehouse sprint from his position with a rasp of steel. Shortly after that, he heard the unmistakable sound of battle. Grunts and the sound of steel on steel filled the air. Suddenly, rainbow light erupted from the corner of the warehouse where the fight was happening. As if he’d paid to see a two-copper shadow play, Pete watched as a cloaked figure, form illuminated on the wall, thrust a spear straight through the shadow of the third guard.

For the first time since he’d been collared, Pete managed to blink. By the time his eyes opened, the light show had ended.

The warehouse was cast in shadow and silence once more.

Pete had managed to struggle into a sitting position by the time his possible rescuer approached his cage.

They were a gruesome sight.

The cloak that Pete had seen earlier was clearly from a skill of some kind, as it seemed to be made of thorns and burrs. In the dim light of the warehouse, he couldn’t tell what color it was supposed to be originally.

But now?

It was covered in blood, dripping down the owner’s frame and off the points of innumerable spikes.

Pete felt a chill run down his spine.

Gods, what now?

            

    
        Chapter 94 - Mistaken Identity

    
    
    
    
                As I stared at the stone Sculpted lying motionless in a cage, it felt like I was waking up from a dream.

From the moment I had departed the tavern to track the slavers, it had felt like I was running on near autopilot. There had been no thought for what I was doing, about what the consequences might be. I had seen another person in a collar and had fallen into a near trance. Slowly, something that had frozen solid in my core with hatred began to thaw.

I…remembered what I had done, of course. I’d followed the men dragging the Sculpted slave to a warehouse, and finding no other entrances than the front door, had grappled to the roof. Slipping in through a window, I…think? I had only intended to find and free the slave inside.

But…that’s not what happened.

While sneaking through the warehouse, I’d nearly bumped into one of the guards inside. Before his eyes could even widen in surprise, I’d used the dagger that had somehow found its way into my hand to tear out his throat. The noise must have drawn the attention of another guard though, because he’d come to investigate while I was standing over the man I’d…killed.

He had died, too. But not before drawing the last guard in the warehouse.

I’d met him with dagger in hand, and after a short exchange of blows, I'd known I was outmatched in a straight-up fight.

So I'd turned it into one that wasn't.

I'd used Grasping Roots for the first time in combat, and bound the warehouse guard in place. As the thorned roots had dug into his legs, causing him to grunt in pain, I'd struck. My brilliantly burning spear had torn through his heart.

After that, I’d…searched the bodies of the men I’d killed, finding a control slate on the last guard.

Then I’d gone to find the slave.

But…

I could only stand there and stare at him blankly, slate in one hand, dagger held limply in the other. My gaze drifted down to the weapon I had created with my own two hands.

I watched dully as blood dripped from the blade to land on the wooden floor of the warehouse below me.

I…can’t quite be sure how long I stood there, watching the lifeblood of the men I’d murdered drip onto the floor.

Eventually, I was knocked out of my trance by what sounded like a voice, coming to me far away. I let my gaze drift upwards, to find that the Sculpted had managed to struggle up into a sitting position, and was looking at me with a wary gaze in his glass eyes.

“Who…the bleedin’…hells…are…ye?” The stone Sculpted asked me slowly, as if it was difficult to speak.

Bleeding. Heh.

I drew in a shuddering breath. “I…I’m someone who doesn’t like slavery,” I said roughly. Sheathing my still wet blade with a trembling hand, I knelt down to look at the lock on the cage. I cursed to myself, as I didn’t have my lockpicking tools on me. Fool, you should know better by now. I was going to have to brute-force it, if I wanted to get this guy out of here.

Meanwhile, the Sculpted was still speaking to me. “That’s…all?” He said incredulously. “Ye saved me…because ye don’t like…slavery?”

“I think so,” I said to him in a low voice, bringing my hand up to rest on lock. Angling my hand away from the prone Sculpted, I cast Poisonthorn Shot on the lock from point blank range. The thorn from my skill embedded itself into the iron of the lock, quickly beginning to corrode it. I dismissed the thorn after a few moments, and then reached and yanked hard on the lock. It broke apart easily in my hand.

Standing up, I eased open the cage door with a shriek of iron on iron. Shuffling inside, I hesitantly laid a hand on the mostly immobile Sculpted. “Are you…all right? What’s wrong? Did they do something to you?” He was almost acting like he’d been poisoned, but that was ridiculous. Were there even poisons that could affect Sculpted?

“What d’ya think…they did, ye daft fool?” The Sculped said haltingly, audibly depressingly. “Put a collar around…me neck and…branded me. This is what happens…when my kind gets fitted…with one. Me life…is over.”

I took a deep breath and smiled behind the unnatural darkness of my hood. While I had forgotten my lockpicks, there was something that I never forgot to bring with me. Reaching behind my back to my ever-present pack, I withdrew the Bond Breaker I always kept on my person. “Not for long,” I said to him.

His eyes tracked the oversized fork in my hands with a confused look in them, as I lay the control slate I’d found on the ground. They nearly bulged out of their stone sockets when I raised the Breaker above my head and drove it down at the slate. “Wait!” The Sculpted nearly screamed in desperation. He was probably afraid I was going to accidently activate the death enchantment in his collar.

The Breaker punctured the surface of the slate, and I pressed the activation rune. With a flash of blue-green Aether, the control slate detonated in an explosion of black stone. Expecting it, I shielded my eyes. I heard a few pieces ricochet off of the Sculpted, though. That wasn’t all I heard, though.

I heard the satisfying click of an opening slave collar. I lowered my arm from my face just in time to watch as the Sculpted’s slave collar tumbled to the ground. Even if he couldn’t move, his eyes still tracked the collar disbelievingly to where it hit the wooden floor of the warehouse with a clunking noise.

“How…?” He breathed out, amazement thick in his whistling voice.

Even if he couldn’t see it, I still smiled at him. I remembered that feeling. I shook my head at him, though. “I’m not done. Next, your brand.”

The Sculpted’s eyes grew comically wide at my words. “Ye can do that?”

I nodded at him, reaching out to shift the Sculpted man onto his front. He tried to help me as much as he was able to, even with the way he struggled to move. It was easier than I thought it would be. For a man made completely out of stone, he was surprisingly light.

Tugging down the back of his shirt, I exposed the back of his left shoulder. Sure enough, seared into the honeycomb-like surface of his stone skin was a familiar-looking brand. I couldn’t help but scowl at the sight of the S with a slash through it. I’m guessing these pirates were selling to the Savoy, considering they were using one of their brands. Whatever, that wasn’t what was important right now.

I stabbed the Breaker down in the stone of the Sculpted man’s back, right over the brand. Thankfully, the original design of the Breaker had been intended for Ward Stones, so it had no problem penetrating the stone. I pressed the activation rune, causing the brand to light up in ethereal light for a moment, before dying down.

Two things happened the moment I did so.

First, the Sculpted man beneath jerked in place, as if he had suddenly regained complete control of his body. Still lying down, he turned his head in place to give me an amazed look.

The second thing that happened?

Well, secondly, the front door of the warehouse on the far wall exploded. I flinched, letting go of the Breaker and standing to look behind me. I looked just in time to see someone flying through the broken wall where a door used to be, sword brandished in front of them.

Right at me.

My eyes bulged, but I managed to draw my dagger and fully extend it just in time to catch a downward chop from whoever this was in a block. The impact was so great though that it both drove the breath from my lungs, and me down to one knee. I desperately reinforced my strength with Sylvan Vigor at full power in order to halt the advance of their blade any further, but it wasn’t working. The blade was still advancing on me, inch by inch. Whoever this was, they were way stronger than I was.

Straining, I looked up, trying to see the face of my attacker. In the dim light of the warehouse, I thought they were a woman, but that was all I was able to make out. Only, they had reared back, and were driving their blade back down at me with a snarl on vaguely feminine features. Desperately, I tried to brace myself better from my bad position. I don’t know how many more of those I could take.

“Stop! Stop,” I heard from behind me, moments before the woman’s blade could impact my spear. It instantly halted, inches from likely blowing right through my guard. Seconds later, the Sculpted that I had rescued scrambled over to stand in between the woman and I. Gently, he nudged the woman’s cutlass away from my spear. “Captain, it ain’t what ye think. This weirdo saved me.”

Weirdo?

The woman finally spoke, never taking her stormy blue eyes off of me. I didn’t dare move under her piercing gaze. “Ye got a damn fork stickin’ out of yer back, Pete,” She said in a low, smoky voice. “That don’t look like no kind of rescuin’ I’ve ever seen.”

Oh. I’d…kind of left the Breaker embedded in the Sculpted man’s back. Yeah, I could see how that looked bad. The Sculpted, apparently named ‘Pete’, grew a surprised look on his face, and groped uselessly behind him, trying to reach the Breaker. He couldn’t quite reach it, though.

Suddenly, a familiar blue short sword snaked around the neck of the woman still standing over me. The woman stiffened in alarm. With a shimmer of light, an illusion broke, revealing Sylvia standing right behind her clad in her full stealth suit. My Sculpted friend leaned in closer to her. “And you’ve got a sword at your neck.” She hissed in her ear. “I’d advise you to think about your next move carefully.”

The tension in the room ratcheted up massively with the now three-way standoff. I was still kneeling, frozen in a guard while being threatened by the woman’s cutlass. Pete had frozen in place as well, right arm over his back. Out of the corner of my eye, though, I noticed his left hand drifting closer to his waist.

“That will be quite enough of that, I believe,” I heard a voice say from the shattered doorway. Craning my head slightly to look beyond the woman, I found Grey standing there, unconcerned about the rubble. I nearly sagged in relief at the sight of my mentor.

He strode into the warehouse as if he owned it, reaching us in no hurry. “You can let go of her, my dear,” He said to his daughter in a soothing voice. “I know this one.”

Slowly, Sylvia withdrew her short sword from around the neck of the woman in front of me. She backed away until she was standing off to the side. She never took her eyes off the woman, nor sheathed her blade.

Meanwhile, the woman sagged slightly, letting out a shuddering breath. Almost subconsciously, she raised her unoccupied hand to rub at her throat where Sylvia’s blade had rested only moments ago. She paused, turning to face Grey in the dim light of the warehouse. “That voice…can’t be,” She said in disbelief. She sheathed her sword, and with her now free hand, used it call forth a ball of light, bright as any LED from back home. I squinted in the bright light, my eyes adjusting to it. When I could see well again, I got my first good look at this woman.

She…well she definitely looked like a pirate Captain.

She was dressed astonishingly similar to the pirate leader I’d met earlier, Cassandra. She was wearing nearly identical black leather armor across her form, except with a blue overcoat draped over her shoulders instead of a red one. On her head was a black and white tricorne hat with a red feather in its brim. The woman itself had dark, nearly midnight black hair cut into a shoulder-length bob. Her face was all sharp corners and high cheekbones with thin lips, but I wouldn’t say she was ugly. From my position, I was still able to see her dark, stormy blue eyes. All in all, I’d describe her as…striking.

Said striking woman was still staring at Grey. “Whitegull?” She said, incredulous. “What business do ye have with these blaggards?”

Oi, woman. I just saved your friend. A little gratitude would be nice.

Grey chortled to himself. “These ‘blaggards’ are my daughter,” He said, nodding to Sylvia first. “And my apprentice. Of who is most definitely not supposed to have gone off on his own to rescue slaves at the first opportunity.” He finished, fixing me with a raised eyebrow.

I flushed, standing up from my crouch and collapsing my spear. I dismissed my cloak, since I didn’t think I needed it anymore. When I did so, small drops of blood that had been lingering on it fell around me like raindrops to rest on the floorboards beneath. “I…” I started, and then stopped. “I don’t…know what happened. I couldn’t stop myself,” I said quietly.

My words caused Grey and Sylvia to look at me in concern. Grey walked over to me and put a hand on my shoulder. “Later,” He told me quietly, before turning around to face the Captain with a forced smile. “Isabella! How long has it been? Why, the last I saw of you, you were still apprenticing with Cassandra.”

The Captain, apparently ‘Isabella’, grimaced. “Don’t call me that,” She said, almost automatically.

“These days, they call me Bella the Blue.”

            

    
        Chapter 95 - Bella the Blue

    
    
    
    
                Isabella, or rather ‘Bella the Blue’, turned the Bond Breaker over and over in her hand. “Well, I’ll be damned,” She said, staring at it in amazement. “A way to really free slaves. That’s gonna put a craw up the butt o’ some around here.”

After our short confrontation with her at the warehouse apparently belonging to someone named ‘Captain Longslip’, Grey had invited Bella and Pete back to his private room at the manor tavern. Which is apparently what it was called, as it had no official name. Once we’d left the warehouse we picked up Venix, who had apparently been waiting for us outside. Back at the tavern, we also found a deeply drunk Azarus haranguing a pissed off looking bartender.

We took him with us, rather than let our dwarven friend get shanked.

A difficult decision to be sure.

When we got back to Grey’s room, Azarus took one of the couches and pretty much immediately passed out, filling the air with snores. Grey took mercy on our ears and cast some kind of sound muffling spell over his prone form. Meanwhile, most of the group settled around the bar for whatever conversation Grey wanted with Bella.

“Don’t bother me none!” Pete, apparently called ‘Porous’ Pete by the locals, crowed with a bottle of rum in one hand. He raised it in my direction with a beaming grin, causing me to give him a wan smile. I was happy for him, of course. I just…wasn’t in a celebrating mood. I’d declined to sit at the bar with the others, instead sitting on one of the unoccupied couches.

“I imagine not, young one,” Grey smiled at the Sculpted man, taking down a few glasses from the shelves behind him. He grabbed a bottle of liquor as well and filled five glasses with it. Sliding them to the people sitting at the bar, I wasn’t surprised when Bella and Pete accepted them. But I was a little when Sylvia and Venix did. I’d never seen either of them drink before. Sylvia seemed a little disinterested in it, but Venix took a small sip, seeming to enjoy the taste.

Bella looked up from examining the Bond Breaker to look at Grey. “This your doin’, then?”

Grey shook his head, swirling his liquor in his glass. “Not at all. The Bond Breakers are a design of my apprentice's making,” He said, nodding at me.

When Bella turned around to stare at me incredulously, I smiled at her weakly and shrugged. “You…can keep that, if you want.”

If anything, the incredulous look on her face deepened. “Yer just willin’ ta give away doodads that can free slaves?”

“Yes,” I said quietly, giving her a shallow nod. “I’ll just make another later.” Bella was holding the last of the Bond Breakers that I had from the blanks Azarus had made me back in Addersfield. It wasn’t a big deal, though. It really wasn’t difficult for me to churn out another these days.

Bell shook her head at me. “Yer not gonna make many friends in this port, slingin’ these around. Still, thank ye. Both fer the fork, and fer freein’ me dumbass crewman. Speakin’ of,” Setting down her glass, Bella turned around and slammed a fist into the shoulder of Pete sitting next her. The impact actually caused a small amount of stone dust to fall from his sleeve from the force. It also caused the Sculpted man to hop off of his stool and clutch his shoulder in pain.

“Argh fuck damnit,” He cursed, giving his Captain a wounded look. “Ye almost broke me arm off with that!”

Bella glowered at him, holding up a leather-gloved fist in his direction. Pete cringed away from it. “Ye’d deserve it, ya daft fool! What the hells convinced ya that joinin’ a game with the Longslips boys was a good idea! It’s a damn miracle yer not ship bound fer the Principality right now!” Pete mumbled something under his breath, causing Bella to glower at him harder. “Speak up, ya scallywag!”

Pete threw his arms up in frustration. “We need the coin, that’s why!” He started glowering himself. “Sides, it were a trap anyway. And not fer me. They wanted to nab you, Captain. I was just bait.”

“Course it were a trap,” Bella said, sounding completely unsurprised. “That dog Longslip has had it out fer me fer ages. But that don’t excuse ye. Ye know I can’t afford to lose anyone else right now.”

Grey made an interested noise from where he was leaning against the bar, drawing the attention of the two pirates. “It sounds to me, Bella,” He said with a smile. “That you might have fallen on some hard times as of late.”

Bella snorted, grabbing her glass and throwing its contents back. “Hard times, ye say,” She said bitterly. Gingerly, Pete sat back down on his stool, now that his Captain’s wrath had been diverted. “Aye, ye could say that. If ye call hard times losing nearly everythin’ ye’ve built up over yer life to a bunch of gods be damned monsters.”

Sylvia spoke up at that, drawing attention. “Then, you were the Captain that I heard had been assaulted by a herd of Neptaurians? Father,” She said, turning to face Grey. “I did as you asked, and conducted a short investigation. When the Triumvirate spoke about how the sea is angry lately, they were speaking metaphorically. The talk of the town is about how a Neptaurian Prime has risen in the local waters and gathered a herd to harry any ship they find.”

Grey frowned deeply. “A Prime,” He said, drumming the fingers of his right hand on the bar. “Complication after complication.”

I furrowed my brow. Prime. I’d heard that word before. After a moment, I remembered where. Sylvia had remarked ages ago, way back during the hunt I’d met her in, that the snake monster I’d fought in the forest might be a Prime. It had never come up again after that, though.

“Aye,” Bella said tiredly, reaching for the bottle lying on the bar. She poured herself another drink and stared down at it morosely. “Me fleet were the first to run into the Seahorsemen. We weren’t expectin’ them, and they ran roughshod all over us. They tore right through us, sinkin’ me entire small fleet and killin’ nearly me entire crew. I’m lucky that I still had a ship in port, or else I’d’ve been out on the street beggin’ with the whores.”

I stirred from where I had been listening. “How did you survive?”

Bella looked over her shoulder at me briefly, before turning back around. “After those shites had wrecked me ships, they left without makin’ sure everyone was dead. Damn odd behaviour fer monsters, but then again, they didn’t have to. We were all dead in the water anyway. We were too far from shore to make it back, even with our levels.” She sighed, before turning a wan smile Pete’s way. “Enter Pete here. He could float just fine by himself without any effort, unlike us. He swam around and grabbed hold o’ who he could, includin’ me, and we swam back to the cove clingin’ to him. Took us days, it did, and we still lost some people to exhaustion on the way. But with the help of our life raft here,” She patted Pete on the shoulder much more gently than her previous punch. He grinned back at her, raising his bottle in salute. “At least a few o’ us survived the attack.”

“I’d like ta see one of those wooden bastards do the same!” Pete boasted, thumping his skinny chest. “They’d’ve sunk way before I would!”

Grey smiled at her. “An intriguing tale, and one that makes me believe that we can, perhaps, assist one another.”

Bella raised an eyebrow at my mentor and smirked. “Oh, aye? How so? You recrutin’ fer yer little civil war with the watchacallem, Loyalists? Gonna ask me to fight fer the rights of Sculpted everywhere, like ol’ Pete here?”

“Oh, in a way you could say so,” Grey smirked back at her. “What I need is a crew that’s willing to accept a commission to ferry myself and my companions to the isle of Caer Drarrow. And it occurs to me that you might be familiar with those waters, with how you used to sail with Cassandra.”

Bella leaned forward to rest her cheek on her fist, elbow on the bar. “Mayhaps I am,” She grinned at Grey. “But ye see, there’s a couple o’ problems there. First is that order from the Triumvirate. Can’t go around helping ye and risk exile, now can I? Second, well, those Seahorsemen are still out there, aren’t they? They’ve been keeping most crews on land fer awhile now. Ain’t no-one willin’ to risk runnin’ into a Prime led herd o’ monsters.”

“Indeed, those are issues,” Grey said, crossing his arms and nodding sagely. He grinned back at the pirate Captain though, surprisingly boyish. “But not insurmountable ones. Let us talk terms, yes?”

……………………………………..

While Grey and Bella haggled over an un-yet signed contract, Sylvia offered to show me back to Grey’s own manor here in Marrowmist so we could link back up with Fade and Aurum. Apparently, he had one not far from where we were, which didn’t surprise me. We weren’t needed for this part, I trusted Grey would get us the ship we needed. We woke up a groggy and still drunk Azarus, and took him with us. Venix stayed behind, to fulfill his apparent role as Grey’s bodyguard. Pete saluted us with his bottle of rum on the way out.

Sylvia led us out of the manor tavern and down the road to the right of it. Before long, we’d reached a manor with its gate thrown wide. Pass through the open gates, I saw that the same image that had been on door of Grey’s private room was engraved on them. That of a bird in flight. Over the hedges in front of us, I could see Grey’s manor. It was more modestly sized than some of the behemoths I had seen in this section of town, and was painted white with only two stories to it.

Continuing onward and passing the hedges that blocked the view of the front door, I stopped in place. My jaw dropped in astonishment at what I saw. I wasn’t the only one, as both Sylvia and Azarus stopped abruptly as well on either side of me. Azarus burst out into uncontrollable drunken laughter, while Sylvia buried her face in an open palm.

“Father, really?” I heard her say in secondhand embarrassment, voice muffled by her hand.

As for myself, I just shook my head in amazement.

In front of us was a large fountain, with a solid gold statue on top of it, standing in the uppermost bowl. Considering how everyone around here called Grey ‘Whitegull’, I wasn’t surprised that it was a statue of a seagull. It just…wasn’t quite what I’d expected.

It was a pirate seagull. Almost cartoonishly so.

The seagull was saluting with its right wing, with a golden dagger clenched between its beak. Somehow, I got the impression that the seagull was smirking around the blade. On its head it was wearing a tricorner hat, while an eyepatch rested over its left eye. The chest of the gull was puffed out, to give it an almost cocky air.

I can truthfully say I’d never seen such a ridiculous statue in my life. However…

“Honestly,” I said in an impressed tone, gaining the attention of both Sylvia and Azarus. Azarus turned to me with a grin, while Sylvia peaked at me from in-between her fingers. “It’s a really good statue. Whoever made it was pretty talented.”

Azarus burst out into wheezing laughter again, while Sylvia just groaned at me.

My attention was stolen from the awesome statue by the sound of muffled barking. Beyond the statue, the double doors of the manor opened and Fade came racing out towards us. I kneeled down in time for my wolf to skid to a stop in front of me. He sniffed at me wildly for a moment, before giving me an almost concerned look. He yipped almost scoldingly. I got the impression that he was chiding me for getting in a fight.

Look at me, the wolf-whisperer.

I ruffled the pup’s ears, giving him a small smile. “I’ll be okay, boy,” I murmured to him. He gave me a doubtful look, and then licked my hand consolingly. Yeah, I’m not sure I believed me either.

Meanwhile, Aurum poked his bald, golden head out of the open doors of the manor. “Oh! Hello there!” He waved to us. “C’mon in! It’s a little dusty, but nice enough in here!”

I stood up and walked over to enter Grey’s manor, my friends and companions at my heels.

One of them, literally.

            

    
        Chapter 96 - Concerned Friends

    
    
    
    
                Thankfully, the inside of the manor was just as tastefully decorated as the outside. I only had experience with manor decorations in the style of dwarven nobility, and this wasn’t anywhere near that. Rather than having gold everywhere, Grey’s pirate home seemed to be mostly wood and earth tones. He had plenty of nautical embellishments dotting the wall, though.

However, this place didn’t seem very lived in. Everything was covered in sheets, from the couches and chairs in the sitting room near the door, to the dining table we found. Those sheets were covered in dust, as well. I wonder why this place didn’t have a stasis enchantment on it like the room in the tavern? As it is, those of us with of a fleshy persuasion were sneezing constantly just being indoors, while our Sculpted friends were unbothered. Fade abandoned me only a few minutes into our explorations, racing out the front door to the gardens outside. I didn’t blame him.

Azarus and I got to work making at least one area livable, dusting the sitting room and opening a window. When we were done, I collapsed onto one of the couches with a sigh. Azarus had done the same, only he had claimed one of the other couches in order to get some sleep. My dwarven friend had passed out nearly immediately and was snoring not far from where I was sitting. Aurum had wandered off somewhere. I think he was still curious about the manor and was exploring it a bit more.

That left only Sylvia and I in the sitting room. Well, the only conscious ones, at least. I closed my eyes, and let my head roll back to rest on the head of the couch. I was…pretty tired. Not just physically, but emotionally as well. When I had woken up this morning, before we’d even gotten to Marrowmist, I don’t know what I was expecting. But it certainly hadn't been...

I sighed, my eyes still closed.

I...almost didn't want to do what I was about to do. I didn't need any more confirmation, but...

I needed to check what I'd gained from my little...episode.

I pulled up my Status with Hidden Amidst the Spheres.




	You have gained 4 levels!



	You are now level 44!




	Stealth Proficiency has reached level 5!



	You have 40 unspent Virtue points.



	Would you like to review your Status?



	Y/N






I sighed silently, but selected yes. I might as well get this over with. It was a familiar process now for me to allocate my Virtues the way I'd been doing, and it didn't take me long. When I was, I dully took a look at the finished product.
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I was knocked out of my inspection by feeling someone sit beside me on the couch. Cracking an eye open, I saw that it was Sylvia.

She had a concerned look on her metallic face.

Lightly, as if she was afraid I would lash out, she lay a cool hand on my forearm. I twitched slightly, but didn’t move otherwise. “Nathan,” Sylvia said in a concerned tone. “Are you…all right?”

Fully opening my eyes, I turned away from her to stare off into space. I took a deep breath and held it for a moment, before letting it out slowly. “I don’t know,” I answered in a low tone.

“I see,” Sylvia said quietly. “Why don’t you start from the beginning? What possessed you to assault that warehouse?”

I continued staring out into space, not looking at her. I don’t know why I was so afraid of looking at her. It’s not like I was particularly interested in the ship wheel on the far wall. Maybe…I just didn’t want to see the pity on her face.

“One minute, I was fine,” I said slowly. “The next, I saw Pete being dragged out of a room with a collar around his neck. I…it was like something immediately hardened inside me. The world narrowed, and I suddenly didn’t care about anything but the fact there was a slave in front of me.” I stopped for a moment, before haltingly speaking again. “I didn’t care about the mission. I didn’t care about Azarus. I don’t even think I cared about myself anymore. In my mind, it was like I was back in Addersfield, and Magnus was taunting me again.” I nearly snarled his name, tensing up at just the mention of my former ‘owner’.

“Nathan…” I heard Sylvia say, concern thick in her voice. “Look at me.”

Reluctantly, I tore my eyes away from the wall to look at Sylvia. There wasn’t any pity on silver features. She just looked worried. Her hand drifted from my forearm to rest on top of my hand, while her other came around to cup the bottom of it. She met my eyes.

“I don’t mean to lecture you,” Sylvia began soothingly. “But…you understand that this cannot happen again, correct? You may have unusual abilities, but you’re still fairly low-leveled. What if the guards in that warehouse had been too much for you? I cannot imagine how that would have ended. I only found your location because of the noise that woman made destroying that wall, and I cannot promise I will always be there to assist.”

I took another deep breath and nodded. “I know. They kind of were too much for me,” I admitted quietly. “I’m pretty sure they were all stronger than I was. I just…got the drop on them.” I was telling the truth here. I was pretty sure that all three of the now dead pirate guards could have taken me in a straight fight, if I didn’t have any tricks up my sleeve. Thankfully, I had a few of those. But…

I couldn’t depend on those always being enough to save me.

We sat in silence for a moment before Sylvia spoke again. “I…cannot comprehend what you experienced, under the yoke of slavery. Unlike many of my brethren, I was spared that fate from the moment I became aware. But…that does not mean you must bear this burden alone, Nathan. I am here, if you wish to speak of it.”

I smiled at Sylvia, gazing into gemlike blue eyes, before shaking my head. “Not…yet. I don’t think I want to talk about…that. But thank you, I’ll keep that in mind.” I squeezed her hand, before forcing a smile on my face. “You’re surprisingly good at this. Was it Grey that taught you how to comfort other people?” I couldn’t keep a note of doubt from creeping into my voice. Grey had his virtues, but I don’t think that emotional understanding was one of them.

Sylvia obviously recognized the change in subject, but played along anyway. “Hmm, no. Father was not the one to teach me my…social graces, so to speak. Rather, it was one of the people that we seek to rescue from the prison. Lady Honoka.”

I raised my eyebrows in interest, hearing that name. “I never got an explanation about who that is, you know? Are you and Grey close to her?”

Sylvia laughed slightly, with a peculiar look on her face. “Lady Honoka is an old…friend,” She said the word ‘friend’ in a slightly doubtful tone of voice. “Of Fathers. They have a very strange relationship. Regardless, she remains the second in charge of the Academy, as well as the lead instructor of Cultivation. Father meanwhile heads up the Magecraft division.”

“And…she taught you?”

Sylvia nodded, smiling fondly. “Yes. I would say that I owe much of my socialization to Lady Honoka. Father is somewhat…absentminded at times. Not to say that he is neglectful of me or doesn’t care, no. More that he can easily become absorbed in his work, leading to long disappearances. Conversely, Lady Honoka’s door was always open to me. I spent a great deal of time with her,” Her face fell. “And now the Loyalists have locked her up in one of the harshest places in the Kingdom. I didn’t even know. She hadn’t been captured before I left on my hunt for Father.”

I reached over to lay my other hand on top of hers this time, in a mirror of her from earlier. I met Sylvia’s eyes again. “She won’t be in there much longer, Sylvia. We’re nearly there.”

Sylvia smiled slightly at my words. “Yes. We are, aren’t we,” She said softly.

Suddenly, I heard the front door of the manor bang open. From the entryway of the manor, I heard Grey’s voice. “We’re here! Everyone, if you could meet us in the sitting room!” He called out, unaware that most of us were already in there. His call must have been enough to wake up Azarus, because I heard him stop snoring and groan. At the same time that Azarus was sitting up on his couch, Grey appeared in the doorway of the sitting room. He was trailed by Venix, and stopped in momentary surprise at everyone’s presence within. Actually, he was staring at both Sylvia and I. He raised an eyebrow our way, with a curious look on his aged features. Venix was unphased, and merely passed Grey to slowly lower his massive frame into one of the available chairs. It creaked audibly under his weight.

All of a sudden, I remembered that Sylvia and I had essentially started holding hands during our conversation. I flushed, gently prying my hand out of hers, to her curious gaze. I…don’t think she was aware of the subtext of a man and a woman holding hands, even if that woman was a sort of magical robot. Grey’s other eyebrow rose as well at me.

I coughed into a closed fist. “So, uh, how did it go? Did Bella agree to transport us to Caer Drarrow?”

While Grey was staring at me, Aurum appeared in the doorway as well, edging past my mentor with a quick smile. He shuffled into the room and sat in one of the unoccupied chairs. Curiously, Fade appeared as well, apparently drawn by Grey’s shout. He sauntered into the room and jumped up onto the couch I was sitting on, settling down at my side. I reflexively laid a hand on his back.

Grey blinked slowly at the scene. “Well,” He said slowly. “Yes, she did. But not without some concessions.”

Azarus yawned, stretching. It seemed like he had recovered from his drunkenness. “Yeah? What did she want?”

Grey wandered in, and with a shooing motion to make room, sat next to Azarus on his couch across from Sylvia and I. “For one, I had to promise her and her crew a position in a shipping company that I own to offset her exile. When the war is concluded, she is essentially to become a law-abiding citizen. At least, for a time.”

Sylvia hummed. “I am surprised that the Captain took such an offer. She did not strike me as a…peaceable woman.”

Grey smiled wryly at his daughter. “Oh, I assure you, she is not. However, she lost nearly the entirety of her wealth to the Neptaurian Prime. She needs time to rebuild her fortunes, as well as her fleet. It’s far easier to do so with legitimate employment, especially in the likely post-war environment. I imagine it’s going to be a very…difficult time, to be a pirate.”

“I’d think it would be easier, right?” I said, drawing Grey’s attention. “Wouldn’t the military, or the navy I guess, be occupied with mopping up whoever loses afterward?”

“Ah, but there is a factor you’re not considering, directly linked to the existence of the Neptaurian herd that attacked Isabella,” Grey said knowingly. “In the aftermath of large-scale conflicts such as this one, monsters are always stronger and appear more frequently. I believe that’s why this herd has appeared out of nearly thin air. They are only the start to the surge of monster attacks, and there hasn’t even been any pitched battles in months. Once the war is concluded, the Kingdom will be downright infested with beasts. While it is true that both the Herztalian military and navy will be occupied, it’s because they’ll be busy with monsters. The seas will not be safe for anyone not willing to battle them, which most pirates are not. Thus, piracy will also drop.”

I nodded at him to show I understood. Meanwhile, Aurum spoke up in a confused tone. “Neptaurian herd?”

Grey turned to face Aurum in surprise. “Ah, my apologies young Aurum. I forgot for a moment that you did not accompany us, and thus did not meet Captain Isabella,” He said in chagrin. He spent a few moments explaining things to Aurum, while I gazed at the Sculpted out of the corner of my eye. Yeah, probably for a damn good reason. The guy was made of solid fucking gold, for God’s sake. He would have been grabbed off of the streets in a heartbeat in this pirate town and probably melted down. Poor guy would have become the new gilding on a ship faster than you could blink. “As it so happens, the Neptaurians are involved in another of the concessions I had to make for Captain Isabella.”

I sighed. “Let me guess. She wants us to take care of them.”

Azarus snorted while Grey smiled at me wryly. “Are you perchance a prophet as well, Nathan? You are correct. Part of Isabella’s demands for her assistance involved culling the herd. She was quite unwilling to abandon vengeance for her lost ships and crew from their attack.”

Venix spoke up for the first time. “It is likely we were going to encounter this herd anyway,” He said flatly. “As the only ship leaving the port, these predators were inevitably going to attack.”

“As you say,” Grey nodded. “I agreed to Isabella’s demand. As we speak, she’s rallying her remaining crew and procuring supplies for the expedition on my coin. Tomorrow morning, we’ll be setting sail to hunt the herd. After that, onwards to Caer Drarrow,” At the look on everyone’s faces, Grey smirked at us. “Oh, it won’t be so bad. A herd of Neptaurians will be good Aether for many of you. I imagine there will be plenty of levels to go around. Meanwhile, I’ll be dealing with the Prime myself. It’s likely beyond anyone else.”

I guess I was going to see what exactly a ‘Neptaurian’ was pretty soon.

            

    
        Chapter 97 - Dockside Deals

    
    
    
    
                At dinner that night, I asked Grey why this house was so dusty, and why it wasn’t in stasis like his room at the tavern had been.

“There is a size rule to the usage of stasis runes,” My mentor explained to me patiently. “My private room is about the maximum size that you can manage for a single array. This is the reason we typically use them for things such as object storage, especially for consumables.”

I leaned on the table in front of us, my plate empty after the meal. “So, why didn’t you just outfit each individual room with a stasis array then?” The rest of our companions were either absorbed in their own conversations, or watching our own in mild curiosity. Small lessons like this were typical of Grey and me, and they were used to seeing them. I couldn’t help the fact that I was almost always curious about the magic that I saw in use around me. Even the very casual stuff like the stasis arrays.

Grey snorted at my question. “I may have accumulated a degree of wealth over the years, but I’m not made of money. The cost to outfit every space in even this small manor would be extravagant indeed. That’s even if I did all of the tedious work myself, mind. The material cost alone would cause many noble houses to blanch. No, it’s simply not practical to outfit an entire house with stasis runes. Especially not for a domicile that I only use once every few decades.”

I nodded. Mentally, I made a note to ask him to teach me the correct runic sequence for a stasis array.

“However, that doesn’t mean I didn’t pay for the installation of one in my kitchen, obviously. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have been able to enjoy this meal. Speaking of,” Grey stood up from the table and began collecting everyone’s plates, seeing that they were finished. He gave me a pointed look and gestured to the other dishes on the table with a free hand. I got the hint, and rose from the table to help him. The two of us carried the plates and utensils into the kitchen and got to work cleaning up.

While I was setting the plates into a washbasin, Grey startled me by laying a hand on my shoulder. Looking over my shoulder, I could see that he had a concerned look on his face.

Ah. I get it.

I guess now was the time to talk.

“Nathan, are you well?” Grey asked me, concerned. “The way that you pursued those pirates earlier was most unlike you.”

I turned around to face him and took a deep breath. “I’m…better than I was,” I told him honestly. “I talked to Sylvia but…I still don’t know what’s wrong with me. Why that happened.”

Grey shook his head firmly. “There is nothing wrong with you, Nathan. I’m beginning to suspect that you are not quite as unaffected by your experiences in Addersfield as I hoped. I believe, at this point, that you merely possess some unconfronted trauma from your time as a slave.”

I was silent for a moment before nodding slowly. “Yeah,” I said quietly. “You’re probably right. But…what do I do about that? Am I just going to fly off the handle again, the next time I see a slave?”

Grey smiled helplessly at me. “I truly don’t know Nathan. I regret to say that I have no experience as a Mind Healer. Once the war has reached its conclusions and I have full access to my resources again, I will see that you have access to the Academy’s Mind Healer. Until that time, all that I or anyone else can do is try and support you.”

“All right,” I said. “Okay. For now my issues just…aren’t as important.” I took another deep breath, and let it out slowly. “Let’s just get to work and then get some sleep. Big day tomorrow, yeah?”

Grey nodded at me, before gesturing to the still-dirty dishes. “As you say.”

We got to work.

……………………………………..

Rather than even try to clean a few bedrooms for our use, those of us of a fleshy persuasion just crashed in the sitting room of Grey’s dusty manor. It’s not like we weren’t used to sleeping close to each other at this point, and it was both roomier and more comfortable than either a campsite or the wagon. Our Sculpted members, wholly unbothered by the layers and layers of dust, found their own accommodations.

I settled onto one of the couches with Fade lying on the floor next to me. As soon as my head hit my pillow, I was out like a light. It had been a long day.

We woke early the next morning, before the green period had even begun. We got to work immediately, hauling the cart out from where it had been stashed behind Grey’s manor. We weren’t intending to take it onto the ship, but there were still valuable supplies stored in it. Nobody was willing to leave something like our weapons and armor behind, after all.

This time, Grey drove the wagon while I sat next to him on the driver's seat. He easily maneuvered our horses through the gates of his manor, and through the streets of Marrowmist. Because it was so early, most of the businesses were still closed. Even the taverns.

I guess even pirates had to rest sometimes. Some of them were doing that on the streetside, snoring away with a bottle of liquor in hand.

As we rattled through the cobblestone streets of Marrowmist, I saw the sun start to rise over the horizon. Despite the fact we were in an enormous seaside cavern, some of the green period light still reached us. I couldn’t help but smile at the effect of the green light reflecting off of the water and scattering through the cavern.

Man, sometimes Vereden managed to surprise me with its beauty.

Before long, Grey had directed us down to the docks. By that time, the green period had passed. From a distance, the docks seemed as sleepy as the rest of the town right now, which was surprising. Weren’t docks always supposed to be busy? But, if nobody could leave right now because of the Neptaurian herd, then maybe it made sense. Why prep your ship when you know you weren’t going out that day, after all? The lone exception was the harbor master’s office that we saw with its lights on. There were a few people loitering outside of that.

Grey though, directed us to the lone dock that did seem to be busy. A little less than two dozen people were swarming around one ship in particular, a large two-masted one. My mentor hummed to himself, seeing the activity.

I glanced at him. “What is it?”

Grey shook his head. “I can see that Bella is light on crew, that’s all. We may need to assist with certain duties on our voyage.”

Uh, alright. Whatever you say.

When the wagon rumbled to a stop on the dock where the ship rested, I was startled by a loud voice from above us.

“Oi!” I heard. Looking up, I saw that Bella was leaning over the back half of the ship and waving at Grey and I with a grin on her face. Seeing that she had our attention, she grabbed a nearby hanging rope and swung off of the side of the ship to land easily next to Grey’s side of the wagon. The thump she made upon impact with the dock startled the horses, causing them to shuffle in place. I slid off of the driver's bench to reassure them, while Bella started talking to Grey.

“Well, here she is,” She said cockily, throwing an arm out to sweep over the length of the ship. “The Thorny Reef in all her glory! Such as it be. She ain’t me flagship, gods rest her soul, but she’s a fine ol’ girl all the same.”

Sliding down from the driver’s bench himself, Grey ran a critical eye over the ship and nodded in satisfaction. “Hmm. She’ll do, for our purposes. A brigantine, correct?” He said to Bella.

The pirate Captain nodded and crossed her arms. “Aye. She ain’t no warship, and she ain’t no cargo hauler. But she’ll get the job ye want done all the same.” She paused for a second, to glance over at where I was soothing the horses. I flushed slightly, caught in the act of eavesdropping. Bella didn’t seem to care though, just turning back to Grey. “Ye know these beasties ain’t settin’ a hoof on me ship, right?”

Grey rolled his eyes at her. “I was captaining ships before you were a sparkle in your great-grandfather’s eye, Isabella. I wasn’t intending to bring the horses with us. Speaking of, Nathan?”

I nodded, already knowing what he wanted. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll get on it.” Moving around to the back of the wagon, I was unsurprised to see that our companions were already unloading things from it. They knew what the plan was as well. I got to help unloading.

When we were done and our supplies were resting on the dock, I hurried back over to the front of the wagon. Grey and Bella were already gone, visible on the deck of the ship to my side. I climbed up on the driver's bench of the wagon, and snapped the reigns to spur the horses. Turning the wagon back around where we came, I directed it to the harbor master’s office that we had passed by earlier. Once I had reached it, I hopped off the bench and walked inside.

Earlier, Grey had asked me to negotiate the sale of the wagon and horses to the harbor master. He had assured me that in this port, the harbor master would be willing to buy odds and ends. Such as a wagon and four horses formerly owned by the Uprising.

He was right, and I did manage to negotiate a sale. But I walked out of that office feeling like I had just been fleeced. I guess that was just part of doing business with pirates.

Before I left the office, I said my goodbyes to the horses. I was a little sad to see them go, actually. For my first time driving a wagon halfway across the countryside, they had been surprisingly friendly. They hadn’t ever really given me any trouble. I hand-fed them some oats, said my goodbyes, and then got on my way.

By the time I had returned to the Thorny Reef, I was unsurprised to find that our gear and supplies had already been loaded up onto the ship. Those crew had looked like they worked fast. I walked up the gangplank to set foot on the ship that would likely be my home for the foreseeable future. Looking around I found that it looked…pretty much as expected. It was a pirate ship, all right. Still, I found a smile creeping onto my face. As a kid, I’d loved pirates and sailing and everything about it. It had never gone anywhere, of course, but the fantasy of it had stuck with me. Now it seemed like I would be living it.

I was jolted out of my introspection by someone bumping into my shoulder. It was Azarus, with a raised eyebrow. He jerked his head to follow him. “C’mon. We’re meetin’ with the Captain in her cabin.” I nodded at him, and followed him inside the ship and through a few corridors, passing by several curious crewmen along the way. At last, we arrived at a slightly fancier-looking door. Azarus opened it without knocking and ushered me inside. Our companions were in the room, with Grey and Bella hunched over a large table with a map spread out over it. They looked up at our entrance.

Grey waved us over. “Ah, Nathan. I trust the sale was successful?”

I held up a clinking bag. “Yeah, got it here. Can’t help but feel like I was taken advantage of, though.”

Bella openly laughed at me. “With ol’ Reggie, ye probably were!”

Cassandra chuckled as well, leaning over both Grey and Bella’s shoulders. “The man has always been canny.”

Wait.

Cassandra?

Everyone took notice of the Triumvirate member at the same time. Including Grey and Bella, whose shoulders she was leaning on. Bella let out a surprisingly girly shriek of surprise and jumped away from the woman in a red coat.

Grey though?

Grey had a more violent reaction.

Spinning in place in a move nearly too fast for me to track, I saw his fist erupt into black and silver light as he used his momentum to hook a punch at Cassandra. She caught it easily, not even blinking. Directing a languid glance at the shining fist she held in her hand, Cassandra smirked at Grey. “Losing your touch, are you Whitegull? Time was, a blow like that from you would have torn me apart.”

For some reason, Grey narrowed his eyes at the woman. I understood a moment later. Somehow, Cassandra knew that Grey wasn’t quite up to his old strength just yet. He was still weakened from his time as a slave.

In a belated reaction, my companions tensed up, ready for a fight. Most of us didn’t have our weapons on us, but Venix did. He narrowed his eyes at the dark-skinned woman and set his four arms on his blades, but didn’t draw them yet. Oddly, Fade was the only one of us that didn’t show any aggression. He just looked at Cassandra with a calm, even gaze from his place near my feet.

Meanwhile, Bella had recovered her equilibrium. She balled her fists up and shook one of them at Cassandra. “Don’t do that shite, woman! Ye know I hate it when ye just pop up out of nowhere!”

Cassandra turned her gaze from Grey to smirk at Bella. “Oh? Are you really in a position to be making demands to a member of the Triumvirate?” She gave a low laugh, gaze sweeping across everyone in the office. I felt a chill run up my spine when her gaze lingered on me for a moment. “You are aware that you’re aiding someone in direct defiance of one of our orders, yes?”

Realization stole across Bella’s face, causing her fist to drop back to her side limply. “Oh.”

The tension in the room skyrocketed.

I slowly started to reach for my dagger, sheathed at my waist.

            

    
        Chapter 98 - The Thorny Reef

    
    
    
    
                Cassandra let go of Grey’s shining fist, and shrugged. “Oh well, I guess you’ll just be exiled for five years then.”

The tension in the room deflated like a stuck tire.

I blinked.

Bella’s eyebrow twitched, staring at her apparent former mentor with annoyance writ across her face. “That’s all? Ye came just to tell me somethin’ I already knew was goin’ ta happen?”

Cassandra walked over to Bella and pinched her cheek between her index and thumb, like she was a precocious child. She laughed when Bella swatted her arm away in irritation. “Well, I had to say goodbye, now didn’t I?”

Bella huffed. “I’d ask how ye even found out, but that’s a dumb question. Ye’ve got ears in every corner of this damn town.”

“You’re right, it is a dumb question,” Cassandra said in amusement, nodding.

Deactivating whatever skill or spell he was using on his fist, Grey sighed and reached up to massage his brow. “How very like you, Cassandra. I see time hasn’t dulled your twisted sense of humor.”

Cassandra looked over her shoulder at Grey. “Time has certainly dulled aspects about you, old friend.” She said pointedly.

Grey winced, but didn’t say anything in response. I get it. It was one thing for someone else to figure out Grey’s possible weakness, but it was something else entirely to confirm it.

While the strong people were bantering, the rest of us in the room were relaxing now that it was obvious a fight wasn’t going to happen. Venix released his hold on his blades and stepped back near the door, apparently indifferent to the pirate leader in the room now. I let out a sigh of relief myself, and took my hand away from my dagger. I jumped a little bit when Sylvia shimmered into view next to me, shedding an illusionary cloak. I hadn’t even noticed her disappearing. She gave me a slight smile at my startlement, before focusing back on the conversation.

Cassandra had dismissed Grey to continue talking to Bella. “It’s a good call, really. Getting out of town for a few years and building yourself back up should work just fine. You were going to be facing an uphill battle to rebuild yourself if you stayed, with all the sharks circling.” She paused for a moment, before laughing slightly. “Do you know, Longslip actually came to complain to me about how you damaged one of his warehouses? According to him, it was completely unprovoked.”

Both women laughed at that. Meanwhile, I winced slightly.

Bella shook her head and wiped a tear of mirth from her eye. “I ain’t surprised. Both that you already heard about that, and that the dog had the gall to try and lodge a complaint.”

“He smelled blood in the water, like the bottom feeder he is,” Cassandra shrugged. “But enough about that trash. You know I’m not one for sentimentality, girl, so I’ll say this. Return strong, or don’t return at all. These waters aren’t for the faint of heart or weak of arm. If you decide you can’t hack it anymore out in the Kingdom, just stay there. It’ll be better for the both of us. After all, I can’t have the reputation of Cassandra the Red be sullied by a weakling.”

Bella smiled mirthlessly and shook her head. “Ye haven’t changed, Cass.”

“Us old fogies don’t tend to do that, my dear,” Cassandra answered, unphased. “Once you get to a certain age, or even a certain level of power, you become set in your ways. At that point, it’s better for everyone if you step aside for the new blood. Isn’t that right, Whitegull?”

Grey snorted from his position near the map table. “Speak for yourself, harpy.”

Old fogie? I swear this woman didn’t look more than forty-five.

“That’s fine by me,” Bella said stubbornly, ignoring the byplay. Turning her back on her mentor, the Captain of the Thorny Reef strode for the door confidently. “Now if ye’ll excuse me, I’ve got a ship ta run.” She threw the door of her own room open with a crash and stalked out of it.

Grey walked over to stand next to Cassandra. She turned to face him with a wry smile. “Children, eh?”

Grey rolled his eyes at his apparent old friend. “It was a long time coming. It will do her good to get out of this town. I don’t believe she’s ever truly known freedom from underneath your wings. Not in this town.”

Cassandra hummed noncommittedly. Slowly, the smile fell off of her face until her face was an impassive mask. She met Grey’s eyes, unblinkingly. “If you get her killed, you and I are going to have a problem, Greycton,” She said bluntly.

“I assure you, I have no intention of placing her in the line of fire,” Grey said, unflinching under Cassandra’s hard stare. “However, at one point, you’ll have to accept that Isabella has become her own woman. Her own Captain.”

Cassandra inclined her head slightly at Grey, but didn’t say anything in response. From one moment to the next, the member of the Triumvirate disappeared. It was like she had teleported or something, soundlessly and with no indication whatsoever.

With her gone, Grey turned to face the rest of us. He clapped his hands together, once. “Well! Now that that’s over with, it’s time for us to get settled. Sylvia, I’ve secured a cabin for our use. Azarus, Venix, Aurum and Nathan, I’m afraid you’ll have to bunk with the crew down in the hold. I’m sure you’ll get used to the rocking of the hammocks eventually.”

I blinked. Hammocks?

……………………………………..

Later that day, I was hunched over the railing of the ship and vomiting my guts out. I didn’t know this about myself, but apparently I was prone to seasickness.

Fucking yay.

I’d never been on a boat to figure this out before. What a great time to discover it. I groaned out loud, clutching my stomach. Oh shit.

I vomited over the side of the railing again. Afterward, I just hung over the railing, wishing that the rocking would stop.

Shortly after Cassandra had left, the ship had gotten underway. Grey had shown the four of us where we would be bunking down in the hold, while at the same time Bella was taking the Thorny Reef out of port. It turned out we were going to be sleeping in some tiny alcoves along the outer walls of the ship, where literal hammocks were slung between two wooden beams. I’d been dubious of them, but surely they couldn’t be worse than sleeping out in the wilds. Fade had taken one look at them, and promptly went and found Grey. He'd apparently whined enough at my mentor that he was willing to let the pup stay in their room on the trip.

Little traitor. You should suffer with your master.

That had been before the constant rocking had started to get to me. Now, I was dreading trying to sleep in a few hours. God, why couldn’t my stats help with this?

The next time I came up for air, I found a small portion of a light brown root being held in front of my face by a feminine hand. Following it, I found that the hand belonged to Bella, standing off to my side with an amused expression on her face.

I tried to ask her what she was doing, but all that emerged from my mouth was a miserable groan.

Bella snorted, and waved the root underneath my nose. Whatever it was, it smelled great honestly. Kind of citrusy. “Take this and chew on it, landlubber. It’ll help calm your stomach.”

I don’t care that it meant accepting a mysterious herb from a pirate. I’d take literally anything to stop the roiling of my stomach. I took it from her and started to desperately chew on it. At the very least, it was pleasant tasting.

Bella leaned on the railing next to me while I was chewing the root. It only took few minutes for whatever was in the root to start working. Thank God, my stomach started to settle down. I slumped over the railing, this time in relief. I glanced up at Bella to my left. “Thanks for that. I didn’t expect the rocking to get to me this much.” I paused for a moment. “Aren’t…you supposed to be at the helm?”

“It ain’t no problem,” Bella told me, gazing out at sea. “Common enough that we keep a bit of Riging root on board. Pretty tasty when tossed in the pot, too. And I got a helmsman watchin’ the wheel right now, so it ain’t a problem.”

Looking past her, I saw that she was right. A bandanna-clad crewman that I hadn’t met yet was peacefully minding the helm of the Reef. He must have noticed me looking his way because he nodded at me. I nodded weakly back.

Bella hummed, casting an eye down my way. “So, what’s yer story? No offense, but ye don’t strike me as strong enough to be sailing with Whitegull of all people.”

I shook my head. “I’m not. Not yet, anyway. I’m his apprentice. I…helped him out of a bind not long ago, and he took me on when I had nowhere else to go. In thanks, I suppose.”

“Apprentice, eh,” Bella said musingly. “That have anythin’ to do with those Bond Breaker’s o’ yers that I’ve never heard about?”

I straightened up and gave a noncommittal shrug. “Those are really more my thing than Grey’s.” I may have been thankful for the root, but I wasn’t going to be spilling all of my secrets to this woman.

Still, Bella didn’t seem like she believed me. “Yeah, sure,” She said disbelievingly, before tilting her head thoughtfully. “So, that’s where he was. Must have been branded by the stunties or somethin’.”

I gave her a bit of a side-eye. Pretty insightful for a pirate. I turned around and leaned backward on the railing of the ship. “What’s your story then? If I’m Grey’s apprentice, were you Cassandra’s?”

Turning to face me in surprise, Bella stifled a laugh. “Apprentice,” She snickered. “It wasn’t like that. But I don’t mind talkin’ about it. I was a foundling more than an apprentice. Cass found me hidin’ in a cupboard on a ship that she plundered.”

My eyebrows rose at that. “What were you doing on the ship? Were you with your parents? Did she…” I trailed off. I left it unsaid.

“I don’t rightly know,” Bella answered, unbothered. “And I can’t say I care much. I don’t have any memories from back then, what does it matter ta me if Cass killed me parents? I owe Cass more fer the woman I’ve become. After she took me in, I lived as a ship rat under her wings fer years. Once I was fully grown, I struck out on me own. Took a bit, but I had me own small fleet after a few years. And then I lost it all to a pack of damn monsters.” She finished bitterly.

Yeah that…sounded like it sucked. I didn’t get the impression she wanted platitudes from me though, so I didn’t say anything in response. I just made an acknowledging noise, and then let the sound of the rolling sea surrounding us fill the air.

We stood in silence for a moment, while Bella calmed down.

We were interrupted by the sound of the cabin door leading to the lower decks opening. Azarus stepped out of it, holding his hammer in his right hand. He scanned the deck and saw Bella and I next to the railing. Slinging his weapon over his shoulder, he approached us. “Oi, Nate,” He called out with a grin. “Did ya think that just because we’re on a boat ya were getting’ out of practice?”

“It’s called a ship, stuntie!” Bella called out before I could answer. “It ain’t some kinda pansy ass ittle bittie boat!”

Azarus snorted when he reached us, apparently unconcerned with being called what I thought was a dwarven slur. “Whatever ya say.”

“And I don’t care if’n ye want to practice, but don’t go bustin’ up me deck or we’ll have problems,” Bella said, her hands on her hips.

“Yeah, yeah,” Azarus said dismissively. “We’re just goin’ to be doin’ weapon practice. We won’t put a scratch on your ship.”

Bella snorted in response, but nodded at me in goodbye before stalking away back to the helm. I watched her go, but was knocked out of it when Azarus slugged me in the arm. I yelped like a struck dog and turned to stare at my dwarven friend. “The hell was that for?”

Azarus laughed at me. “C’mon, lover boy. Ya can moon after more women when we’re done.” He wandered away at that, in the direction of the upper deck.

I blinked at his retreating back. Lover boy? Where did that come from?

I shook my head, and followed Azarus to get my daily ass-kicking from the weapon master.

            

    
        Chapter 99 - Calamitous Taboo

    
    
    
    
                It had been three days since we’d started sailing at this point. And Grey had been right. Not long after our departure, and after Azarus had gotten done smacking me around, our group had been put to work on the ship.

I think I got off easy, though.

As the lowest level person in our party, I’d been assigned the dullest and simplest jobs that were free. In practice, that meant I’d been mostly swabbing the deck for the last three days. Bella was pretty strict on this. She wanted her deck to be clean and clear at all hours of the day. Not something I would’ve expected from a pirate, but what did I actually know? She wasn’t a very typical person, anyway. Not from what I’d learned about her.

Wet the deck, scrub the deck, rinse the deck. Hour after hour of it.

To be honest, I didn’t mind the work. The repetitiveness of it was almost meditative after a while. I think I needed the mindlessness of something like this, after discovering that I wasn’t quite as mentally sound as I’d thought I was.

But the day’s work was over, and I was done as well. I wasn’t part of the night shift, so I’d handed off my mop and bucket to the other guy. I think his name was Hans? We hadn’t talked much.

I hadn’t seen much of the others since we’d gotten underway, either. Azarus and Grey were on the night shift, while Venix was on the day shift with me working the rigging. Guy seemed good at it, what with how strong he was and the fact he had four arms. Aurum had been assigned to the infirmary when it was discovered he was a healer, and Syliva was working the crow’s nest.

Right now, I’d been invited to a game of cards with three of the other crewmen. Apparently we were playing something called Karat, which I’d learned was pretty similar to poker from back home. It wasn’t one-to-one, but I could see the similarities.

Guess there were only so many ways you could design an easy to understand card game.

I’d picked it up quickly.

Laying my cards on the table with an exaggerated flourish, I smirked at the three other guys at the table. “Two moons, and three stars. What did you call that? A constellation?”

The guy across from me, Morlow, cursed and tossed his hand of cards down on the table. “Shoulda never taught ye this game, landlubber.”

The other two players, guys I’d met named Laryn and Curloch, revealed their cards as well with a disappointed air. None of them had a better hand than I did. I let out a short laugh, and took my winnings from the pot.

“Aw, man,” Laryn said with a crestfallen air, watching me take the gold coins. “That was me pay fer the last week.”

Yeah, yeah. Calm down. I’m not an asshole. I was going to bet it all again on the next hand anyway, no matter my cards. I didn’t need the crew to start resenting my presence on the ship if I started winning all their wages.

That sounded like a good way to get shanked in your sleep by a disgruntled pirate.

Curloch dragged all of the loose cards his way, and began shuffling them. “So, how ye enjoyin’ sea life, lad?” He asked me energetically, apparently already over his losing hand. The man had an easy smile on his chubby features.

“Not too bad, not too bad,” I said, accepting my cards from him. I wasn’t even lying. I could definitely see the appeal of living a life at sea. The widest open space possible, the salty smell of the brine, the wind in your hair…

Yeah, I liked it.

Morlow broke out of his glowering to snort at me, accepting his own cards at the same time. “Say that when ye’ve spent more than a few days out on the drink, boy. It ain’t all fair winds and smooth sailin’ like this.”

“Gods, the Captain ran into a damn Prime last time she went out!” Laryn broke in anxiously. “A Prime! How often do ye hear o’ one o’ those formin’, ‘specially out at sea?”

“And now we’re sailin’ right back into the beastie's murderous arms,” Curloch said, smile dimming. “And after all them people we lost to it.”

“Were you guys there? Last time the Captain ran into the Neptaurians?” I asked the group, betting the gold I’d just won. I had shit all for a hand, though.

“Nah, we were in port,” Laryn shook his head. “We’ve been with the Reef fer decades at this point, even before Captain Bella took over. It were pure luck on our part this ship weren’t part of the fleet when they were all sunk. Gods rest their souls.”

“Ain’t no gods anymore, ye doofus,” Morlow scowled at Laryn, running a hand over his bald head. “Pray to the Gyre, if yer gonna be doin’ any prayin’. At least the System has our backs these days.”

I took note of that. So, the Church of the Gyre had to do with the System. I’d been wondering exactly what it worshipped. I’d wanted to speak to Preceptor Eduard about whatever it was, all those weeks ago. But I’d never gotten the chance. I decided not to ask these guys about it, though. Seemed like knowledge that would be too common. Instead, I asked them a question that would hopefully not seem too suspicious.

“So, Primes,” I said, laying my cards on the table. “I never learned much about those. What can they do? What should we expect?”

Thankfully, I didn’t get any odd looks from the table. They were too busy comparing hands. Curloch won this one, and dragged the winnings his way with a woop. Still laughing, he took the time to answer my question. “Primes are a pain in the ass, that’s what they are.”

“Think of ‘em like…” Laryn broke in, grasping for the right word. He snapped his fingers, finding it. “Like Captains o’ monsters! They get born among a group of ‘em, and it’s like they almost infect that group. They gather a crew o’ their own, and get to work pillagin’. They’re a right pain in the arse whenever one pops up. ‘Course, it’s not like they’re as bad as a Calamity or some-”

Laryn didn’t get the chance to finish his sentence. Morlow turned to face him at speed and stood up abruptly. In a lunging motion across the table, his fist crashed straight onto Laryn’s face, cutting off his words. I jolted in surprise at the sudden assault. Laryn fell back, stunned, still sitting in his chair

“DON’T YE SAY THAT WORD ON THIS SHIP!” He bellowed, standing over Laryn’s dazed, prone form. He reached for a knife on his belt and drew it, waving the blade wildly over Laryn’s downed form. “DON’T YE SAY THAT, YE HEAR ME?! YE’LL DOOM US ALL!”

What? What did he say? Rewinding the conversation in my mind, I tried to remember what Laryn had said to set Morlow off. Was it…Calamity? I decided not to try my luck and risk setting off Morlow again. I glanced over at Curloch, to see what he thought of this. He was glowering down at Laryn as well from his seat at the table.

“Ye damn fool,” Curloch spat off to the side. “Ye know better than to tempt the sea like that. Ye’ve been sailing fer decades at this point. We’ve both known Captain’s that’d keelhaul ye for even saying that word on their ship.”

Still huffing in rage, Morlow turned to face me. “All ye need to know about Primes,” He told me shortly. “Is that they’re bigger, smarter, and stronger than normal monsters. And they make other monsters stronger and smarter too. Now get out. This game is over.” He finished, with a pointed look at the door.

I stood up from the table slowly, with raised hands. “All right,” I said as non-threateningly as I could. “I’m going.”

Curloch broke in, turning to face me with an apologetic look. He stood up from the table as well. “Ain’t nothin’ to do with ye, lad. We just got to have a little chat with our mate here. Now run along. Got another day o’ toil tomorrow.”

I nodded to show I understood and walked out of the door. As I turned around to close it behind me, my last sight of the three was Curloch bending down to crouch next to Laryn. He had a hard look on his usually jovial features.

The door shut.

Huh. Now what?

I was broken out of my thoughts by the sound of a shout behind me. Turning around, I saw Bella at the wheel of the ship, with Grey standing next to her. The both of them were illuminated by the rising moon behind them.

“Oi!” Bella called down to me, from my position on a lower deck. “What’s all that noise, then? I heard shoutin’!”

I made my way up to them, jogging up the stairs to the helm. Once I reached the of them, I open and shut my mouth once, searching for the words. “I…don’t know. We were just playing cards, and then Morlow went off on Laryn.”

Bella snorted, relaxing somewhat. “Eh, that’s just Morlow. Man has one of the shortest tempers I’ve ever seen.”

“Hmm,” Grey piped in, incidentally puffing on his pipe as well. “What did this Laryn say?”

“Uh, well, we were talking about Primes, and then Laryn said they weren’t as bad as a Ca-” I cut myself off, glancing at Bella. “As a word that starts with C, and rhymes with humanity.”

God, I hoped Language Adaptation translated that correctly, or else I’d probably just sounded like a crazy man.

Apparently it did, because Grey started coughing on his pipe smoke, shooting me an incredulous look.

Meanwhile, Bella’s eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets. “Oh hells, I better go make sure they don’t kill the dumbass. Whitegull, take the wheel.” Grey nodded at Bella, still coughing slightly. She didn’t see though, as she was hurrying down the stairs that I had just come up. Grey and I watched her cross the deck in a hurry and enter the door to the room with the three crewmen.

When she vanished from sight, I shot Grey a glance out of the corner of my eye. “So…” I trailed off, once I got his attention. “Can I ask what that was about?”

Grey snuffed his pipe and then tapped it on the wheel in front of him, causing ash to rain from it and blow away in the wind. Stowing the pipe in his robes, he gave me a contemplative look. “I assume you’re referring to Calamities, then?” At my startled look, he smiled at me and shook his head. “I assure you, it’s fine to speak out loud about them.” He paused for a moment, before amending himself. “In general terms.”

That wasn’t ominous at all. “Alright, what are ‘Calamities’?”

“Super-monsters,” Grey said bluntly. “Beyond even Prime’s, Calamities are enormous monsters of unfathomable power. Beyond harassing a shipping lane like the Prime we hunt, a Calamity hunts nations. We are quite lucky indeed that there are currently no living Calamities known to exist.”

I felt a chill run up and down my spine. Nations?

Grey continued. “And I assure you, that isn’t an exaggeration. Many years ago, Vereden was home to another race of people,” He paused for a moment with a conflicted look on his aged features. “I…cannot speak to you their name. If I had a scrap of paper on me, I would tell you in that manner. Alas, I do not at the moment. In modern times, they’re referred to as The Lost. They were a brilliant people, really. Quite academic, quite inventive. Physically, they were smaller than even our dwarven friends, but similar enough in appearance to humanity. They were the sole masters of a small subcontinent off of the northeast coast of mainland Vereden. They are also, unfortunately, all dead.”

My eyes widened in shock. An entire race of people? Just…gone?

“In their endless curiosity and, frankly speaking, arrogance, they sought to understand the process by which Primes and Calamities were formed. They experimented on quite a few species of monster to find this process. Unfortunately, they were successful in creating a Calamity. And it hated them,” Grey said ominously. “I also cannot tell you the actual name that this quite intelligent monster took for itself, for one simple reason. This beast cursed both the name of the people that created it, and its own name, with a form of taboo. It somehow knew whenever someone, anyone in the world would speak either of those names. It passed this ability onto its spawn, and unfortunately, we can’t be certain that all of them were destroyed. And it and its children hunted, endlessly, for decades. Even after it had genocided the entirety of The Lost, it hunted. You see, it hated The Lost with such a passion that it not only wanted them dead, but for them to be erased from history altogether.”

Grey’s words hung heavy in the night air.

“Finally, a coalition comprised of Kingdom and Principality joined together in order to hunt the creature in return. I was part of the army assembled for this purpose, incidentally. I wasn’t quite as strong then as I am now, but I was still quite a powerful up-and-coming Classer. It slaughtered many of us when we finally cornered the beast. Including my own mentor.” Grey went silent for a moment, before continuing in a quieter tone. “He saw potential in me, after I had my fill of the sea. And then he died, at the talons of what we now refer to simply as the Sea Beast. Quite…ironic.”

I…didn’t know what to say to that. I don’t think Grey was in much of a mood to speak after that as well. He fell into a moody silence after this impromptu horror lesson, staring off into the night sky at Elys on the horizon. Thankfully, Bella returned shortly after that. I noticed that she had gotten some blood on her blue coat, visible under the moonlight. She shooed Grey away from the wheel, and me off to bed.

As I left the helm, my last sight of Grey was him standing at the back railing of the Reef, staring off at the full moon in the distance. I left him to his contemplation.

I had never forgotten the way the moonlight had embraced him, when he was freed from his slave brand.

I went to bed in my hammock that night, with visions of some unspeakable Sea Beast slaughtering people by the thousands running through my mind.

            

    
        Chapter 100 - Two For One

    
    
    
    
                When I swabbed the game room the next day, there were some bloodstains on the floorboards. After having a night to dry on the wood, I almost couldn't get them up. I had to scrub pretty hard in order to do so. I almost wondered if Morlow and Curloch had killed Laryn, but I saw him in the galley for lunch. He looked pretty beat-up, but not in a way that would explain the blood stains I saw.

“Oh, they took me eye,” He said offhandedly when I asked him about it, pointing to a bandage over his left eye. When I stared at him, aghast at his nonchalance, he smirked back at me mirthlessly. “I deserved it. Had a bit too much to drink, I did, and started talkin’ about things I shouldn’t’ve. Me mates were lenient on me. And it ain’t a big deal, anyway. I’ll get it grown back once we get back to port from this here business.”

Okay. Well.

I don’t think I would be that relaxed about someone literally carving out my eye. But maybe it was because I came from someplace where you couldn’t just go to the equivalent of a doctor and get it grown back.

After that little episode, it was pretty smooth sailing for the next few days. I did my assigned duties, spoke to my friends when I could, and even tried to learn a few things about sailing. With the way that Grey had spoken about having a ship somewhere down south, it might be helpful. You know, what with being his apprentice and everything.

I…don’t think I was going to follow too closely in his footsteps, though. I wasn’t interested in becoming a full-on pirate.

Excuse me.

Privateer.

However, on the fourth day after that little incident, I was called to the Captain’s quarters after hours. When I got there, I found my entire party in there, along with Pete. You know, I hadn’t actually seen him over the last few days. Weird. It wasn’t that big of a ship.

Bella impatiently waved me in. “Close the door, will ya?”

I did as she asked, raising an eyebrow in a wordless question at the closest person to me. That turned out to be Sylvia, who just shrugged at me. I decided to wait for the explanation instead of just bothering people with needless questions.

“All right,” Bella started in a firm tone. “Now that yer all here, we can start. We’re getting’ close to the Seahorsemen’s huntin’ range. I reckon we can expect them to start tryin’ to hit us soon.”

The mood in the room grew much more serious. I stood up straighter, and paid even closer attention to Bella.

Said Captain leaned over the map table, where one was laid out. She waved our group closer. When I approached the table, I saw that the specific map she had seemed to be of a long stretch of coast where some locations were marked.

“This,” Bella said, pointing to a spot on the coast. “Is where Marrowmist is. And this,” She said, moving a finger to a point on the open sea about a hands length away from Marrowmist. “Is about roughly where we are.”

Grey cleared his throat politely, and used his finger to move hers down slightly. At Bella’s dirty look, he just smiled at her, as if butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth.

Bella snorted, but continued. “Over here,” She said, moving her finger to point at a small spit of rock on the map. “Is where Caer Drarrow is. Now that’s where I’m takin’ ye, but first we’ll have to deal with the Prime and his herd. Now, I talked to some of the other Captains back in port, and we figure that their range is somewhere around…here.” She said, making a large circle on the map.

Inside said circle was the island of Caer Drarrow.

Grey’s attention sharpened. “Wait,” He said, raising a hand. “That cannot be right. Such a large hunting ground is unheard of. Even for a Prime. Especially for a Prime. They’re not known for ranging far and wide in search of prey. Why would they? They’ve already reached the apex designation for their species. Their bestial instincts tell them that all they need now is to defend their territory, and control their underlings.”

“I don’t know about that, but this is what I’ve been told,” Bell said stubbornly. She stabbed a finger down at the map, farther from where we were, but still within the circle she had indicated earlier. “I was around right here when I was attacked and lost me fleet. I know they range farther than they should.”

Grey stroked his bare chin contemplatively, while I considered the problem. “Is it possible,” I spoke slowly, drawing everyone’s attention. “To control monsters?”

Grey’s stroking stilled at my question. “Elaborate please.” He said, directing an intense gaze at me.

“Well,” I said, a little unnerved at the strength of his stare. “I already know it’s possible to influence monsters, through the Breakage Effect. If this Prime and its herd are acting unusual, maybe they’re being compelled somehow.”

While Bella was mouthing the words ‘Breakage Effect’ to herself in confusion, Grey’s frown grew deeper with every word I said.

When I finished, he was scowling. “Damn,” Grey said in frustration. “It’s possible, if not difficult, to influence the behaviors of monsters.” He heaved a sigh. “You cannot outright control them, but…”

“Are ye sayin’,” Bella said slowly, dangerously. “That I lost me fleet because someone’s been playing silly buggers with a bunch of damn monsters?”

Grey gave a short nod. “Isabella, whereabout on this map is the current blockade line, separating the north and south of the continent?”

Bella narrowed her eyes at Grey, but hunched over the map again. She studied it for a moment before she outright scowled. Wordlessly, she drew a straight line across the open waters of the map.

Right through the bottom portion of the range circle she had drawn earlier.

And near Caer Drarrow.

Grey heaved a long, drawn-out sigh. “Damn,” He said finally. “The Loyalists are directing the herd.”

Aurum spoke up hesitantly. “How is that possible, Headmaster?”

“As Nathan said, it’s possible to influence monsters in certain ways,” Grey answered. “I cannot say which way they’re using, but the evidence available to us suggests the possibility. These are low tactics indeed, but I can see the masterminds behind the Loyalists stooping to this degree.”

“Hold on now,” Azarus frowned, and crossed his arms. “Bit of a stretch, don’t ya think? It could just be a coincidence.”

“No, I see what he’s saying,” I said before Grey could, studying the map. “If the blockade line is directly in the path of the herd’s hunting range, why aren’t they being attacked by it? They must have some way to ward off the Neptaurians.”

“As you say, Nathan,” Grey said wearily. “Before we had even left Hollow Hill, the latest intelligence was that the blockade was whole and undamaged. The Uprising’s intelligence agents would have noticed if it was under attack by a Prime led monster herd.”

“And those agents would have had no idea that the herd even existed,” Sylvia said in a displeased tone. “Their mission was to observe the blockade, and not the waters north of it. If these monsters were avoiding the line…”

“All right, all right,” Azarus said, raising his hands. “I get the point.”

Bella took in all of our conversation with a narrowed gaze, before speaking up. “I don’t care much about any o’ that. What I care about is killin’ the damn things.”

“Then you’re in luck, my dear,” Grey said with a shake of his head. “I believe our goals align. You see, if the Loyalists have been directing the herd, they must be providing a safe haven for them as well. It just so happens that there’s a convenient cave at Caer Drarrow, hidden under the water line.”

I suppressed a sigh. I think I knew where this was going.

“Call it fate, but that same cave has been our destination this whole time. It is from there that I can access the prison interior, through a backdoor that I installed during its construction.” Grey said with a grim smile.

A sharp smile grew on Bella’s features. “Well, well, well. Looks like we ain’t gonna have to comb the waters fer the Seahorsemen after all.”

I guess not.

……………………………………..

After inadvertently discovering our target’s location, Bella had left the room to adjust our course. We didn’t need to wander about through the Neptaurian’s hunting range anymore, waiting for an attack with baited breath.

No, we were going to beard the dragon in its den.

So to speak.

While Bella and Grey left to adjust our course toward Caer Drarrow, I retreated to the same room that I had played cards in a few days ago. It was empty at the moment, as most of the crew were either asleep or working their night shift. I should be asleep as well, but I was feeling restless. I’d decided to get some crafting in to try and calm my mind. I was nearly done with my most important project anyway.

Way back after we had escaped Addersfield, I’d hit on an idea. Back home on Earth, we had conquered our planet through the use of a certain weapon. One that I wanted to see if I could recreate, with my oh-so-special Profession.

The gun.

I had no hope of being able to recreate anything modern from back home, but I think I understood the mechanism behind an extremely simple hand cannon. I was far from a gunsmith, but it was basically just a metal tube stuffed with gunpowder and a metal ball.

Hardly the most complicated thing I’d made at this point.

Honestly, I wondered why nobody on Vereden had made any yet. From what I’d seen, they certainly had the tech level for it. It’s not like they would be completely useless in a society where nearly everyone had a Status and a Class with some combat capabilities. I think a large amount of the monsters I’d fought here could have been killed more easily with a gun.

If this worked out, I would get to work on trying to advance to flintlock pistols. For now, my test bed gun was just too unwieldy to use in combat. I mean, Mechanical Engineering was a thing on this planet now, and Aetherial Melding was pretty much all of the Professions combined. I should be capable of it, especially after I’d managed to make my spear.

Heh, I guess I might end up being the equivalent of Sam Colt on this planet. I may not have made the people on this planet, but I was fine trying to make them all equal. Man, I’d love a revolver.

Picking up the finished product, I cast a gaze over it. It…pretty much looked like an iron tube on a stick. There was a hole in the side where I could insert a firestarter, but it wasn’t much more complicated than that. This was really just a proof of concept.

Setting it back down, I picked up the small bag of black powder that I’d managed to kludge together. I’d needed Grey’s help with this part, as I hadn’t remembered the correct ingredients. I’d remembered charcoal and sulfur, but that was all. When I’d talked to Grey about the creation of black powder during our trip to Marrowmist, he’d actually been a little interested in it. He’d considered my question, and then directed me to a grey, powdery substance that he said was typically used in the tanning of leather. I don’t know what it was called in the local languages, but Language Adaptation had translated it to saltpeter.

Which was the right ingredient. As soon as I’d heard that word, I’d remembered that was what had been missing. I’d tested the mixture several times, to the interested gaze of our party. It had worked just fine, producing a satisfying sizzle and flash of light when ignited. Interesting smell, too.

It was time to test this. I, uh, knew that most people on the ship were sleeping, but…

I was too excited from having finished this to wait any longer. If the noise of the gun going off woke people up, I’d just apologize.

I mean, what were they gonna do? Throw me overboard?

I picked up my proto-gun, the powder, the simple lead balls that I’d made for bullets, the stick I’d be using as a firestarter, and a torch. I’d just light the end of the stick in the torch to produce the fire I’d need. Then, shove it in the back hole to set off the powder. In the meanwhile, I shoved everything in an empty sack I’d grabbed from the hold.

Once I’d gathered my things, I left the room to go try out the gun on the upper deck.

I’d make sure I was extra careful. Didn’t want to set the ship on fire, after all.

            

    
        Chapter 101 - Testing Setback

    
    
    
    
                Because it was night, the decks were mostly clear. Grey and Bella were up at the helm as usual, consulting a compass and map and likely plotting and adjusting the route to Caer Drarrow. Sylvia’s gleaming form was visible up in the crow's nest, where she waved down at me. I absentmindedly waved back. Other than that, there was only one other crewman that I saw, leaning against the starboard side rail and seemingly napping on his feet.

I walked away from the others up and toward the fore of the ship. Looking around, I confirmed the coast was clearing and started setting up. First I poured some of the black powder down the barrel of my primitive firearm, and then tamped it down with the stick I was going to use as a firestarter. Then, I dropped one of my lead shots down the barrel.

You know, now that I was actually doing this, I realized that I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing. The entire process that I was working from was guesswork. I was basing the entire thing on old memories and childhood movies. It was entirely possible that this abomination in my hands would explode.

I contemplated the device in my hands, and then shrugged.

Eh, whatever. I’d probably live.

Status had to be good for something.

I first lit the torch and then set it into a brace near me, and then lit the end of my stick on fire. I put it out, so there were only glowing embers on the end instead of a full-on fire. Seemed like a good idea to me. Bracing the wooden end of the pseudo-cannon on the deck of the ship like it was a firework, I aimed it at the sky away from the sails. I brought the glowing end of my stick up level with the hole near the base of the iron cannon.

With an excited grin on my face, I jammed it into the black powder and braced myself for the explosion, closing my eyes.

After a few moments, I opened them in confusion.

Nothing had happened.

Looking down, I confirmed that the glowing end of the stick had entered the small hole. Furrowing my brow, I stirred it around inside the barrel a little. I definitely felt the powder in there. Taking out the stick from the hole, I held it up to look at it. Yeah…it was definitely still lit. If anything, it was glowing a little brighter, as stray sparks were now flying off of it from the residual black powder.

Odd.

Okay…attempt number two. This time keeping my eyes fixed on the entrance hole, I stuck the firestarter in the hole again. I paid close attention this time, but nothing happened inside the hole again. No sparks, no explosion, no boom, and most importantly, no gunshot. The black powder that had previously been sparking on the end of the lit stick was now inert.

What the hell?

Okay, maybe the powder was bad somehow? Last time I tested it was a few days out from Marrowmist. Could the sea air have dampened it or something?

In the...few seconds that it had been inside the gun.

I sighed, and went through the process of unpacking the primitive firearm. Taking the sack I’d held everything in, I dumped everything in the barrel out on top of it. Taking the torch in my right hand and a handful of black powder in my left, I walked up to the railing of the ship. I leaned over it leading with the torch, holding it over the calm waters below. Holding my left hand over the torch, I let some of the black powder escape my hand, to drift down onto the flame below.

The powder ignited just fine, leading to a momentary flash of dim light. That was great, but it wasn’t what had caught my attention.

The flash of light had illuminated something below me in the water. A pair of large yellow eyes, glaring upwards.

My breath caught in my throat. Slowly, I opened my hand and let a little more black powder drift down onto the torch. This time when the flash of light happened, I didn’t see anything below me.

No eyes.

Maybe it had just been a really big fish or something? I let out a shaky breath, and laughed slightly. Man, I wasn’t normally this jumpy. Maybe I should just get some sleep, and try and figure out what was wrong with the gun tomorrow.

I backed away from the railing and turned around, torch in hand.

The light illuminated a massive, quadrupedal form with the torso of a man growing from it standing in front of me. I didn’t get the chance to either inspect it more or even scream before a massive hand closed on my mouth, nearly enclosing my entire head. Swiftly, whatever this was drove me down to the deck, seemingly making an effort to be quiet.

I tried to scream into the hand holding me down, grasping at it ineffectively. However, my scream wasn’t just cut off by the hand, but by the sphere of water that was somehow starting to engulf my head. The hand on my face loosened only slightly, but only enough that water started to rush into my mouth. Wild with panic, I activated Sylvan Vigor and tried to pry the hand holding me down off of me.

I still couldn’t budge it, though.

Fuck. Fuck…

I could already feel myself slipping from the asphyxiation. I couldn’t do anything to this thing, so I had to grab the attention of the other people on deck. Desperately, I moved my eyes around as much as I was able to, hoping for a magical solution.

I found one.

I’d dropped the torch not far from my position, and lying close to it was the small sack of black powder that I’d made. With a surge of hope, I scrabbled frantically for the torch from my prone position. My heart lept as my hand closed around it. Desperately, I tossed it to the open sack.

It exploded immediately, in a massive flash of light and flame. The creature holding me down reared back with a strange chirping noise, releasing my face. Luckily, the sphere of water around my head dissipated as well, letting me cough up the water in my lungs.

Above me, the monster that had nearly killed me was hit by a bright silver bolt of power. It was blown off of its…hooves, impacting the railing behind it with a screeching noise. Despite how drained I felt, I still tried to scramble to my feet. I don’t think the monster was dead from whatever had hit it, and I needed to get up anyway. The explosion of the black powder had lit a few fires around me, and I needed to struggle away from it.

I needn’t have bothered.

Sylvia fell from the sky like an avenging angel, blue short-sword plunging into the flesh of the creature. Whatever it was managed one last weak chirping noise before slumping over, dead. Sylvia abandoned her blade in the flesh of the monster, uncaring about the corpse of the beast. She instead hurried over to my side, and helped me to my feet.

“Nathan, are you well?” Sylvia asked me urgently. “Are you injured?”

“N-” I tried to say, but broke out into a fit of coughs instead. I shook my head. “No, I’m…fine. Thanks to you.” I smiled at her weakly from my hunched-over position. That didn’t seem to reassure her much, as she still looked worried.

Our attention was stolen when what seemed like the rest of the ship stormed onto the deck we were on. Leading the way were Grey and Bella, with spell and sword in hand, both gleaming silver. I guess it had been Grey that had sniped the creature away from me. Most of the crew were bleary-eyed and half-dressed, but that didn’t prevent them from seeming very willing to jump into battle. Among them were Azarus and Venix. Azarus didn’t have a shirt on, but he still had his hammer and shield ready. Venix had one of his four swords drawn and was scanning the deck with sharp eyes. 

Speaking of, at the same time that they arrived, the creature finally dissipated into a puff of Miasma. Everyone on the deck watched as Sylvia’s sword and a monster core the size of a golf ball fell to the deck.

Bella broke the silence. “Can anyone tell me,” She said in a rising tone. “JUST WHAT THE BLEEDIN’ HELL IS GOIN’ ON?!”

……………………………………..

It took the crew a bit to put out the fires caused from my explosion. Of which the Captain of said ship wasn’t too happy about.

I fell on my ass, knocked there by a swift hook from Bella. The world went white for a moment as I experienced a ringing noise in my ears. When my sight cleared up, I found Bella standing over me with an outstretched hand and an irritated look on her face. I took it, grateful for the hand up.

We were in her Captains quarters again, and I’d just finished explaining what had happened. After which Bell had decided to deal out a little corporal punishment for the damage I’d caused to her ship.

I didn’t blame her.

Still.

I rubbed my aching jaw. That woman could throw a mean punch.

Bella was still giving me the evil eye. “Don’t test explosives on a ship, ye moron.”

I held up my hands in surrender. “Hey, it wasn’t supposed to explode. Well, much,” I amended. At the incredulous look on her face, I smiled weakly. “It was meant to be a small, controlled explosion. The only reason there was anything smaller than a ‘pop’ was because I was trying to alert the ship.”

Bella snorted, while Grey stepped between us shaking his head. “Be that as it may Nathan, you should have waited until we reached the shore to test your ‘gonne’. Isabella, as Nathan’s mentor, I’m fine with whatever punishment detail you wish to assign him.”

I winced, but nodded slightly. I’d let my enthusiasm get ahead of me on this one, I acknowledged that.

Bella waved Grey off, muttering something about Mages under her breath. “Just make sure ta clean and polish the decks after the fire and we’re good. We got more important things ta worry about right now.”

“The Neptaurian,” Sylvia interjected, pushing off of the wall she’d been leaning against. “Who was most assuredly a scout of some kind.”

So that had been a Neptaurian. From the brief glimpse I’d gotten of it, I hadn’t been sure. Using Observe on the beast hadn’t been high on my list of priorities while it was drowning me. It had almost seemed like a kind of…aquatic centaur or something, like the creature out of Greek myth from back home.

I’d probably be getting a better look at more of them soon.

Bella nodded at Sylvia’s observation. “Aye, it was for sure a scout. And it must have been new, or else we’d’ve known about.”

“How? How could you have possibly known about it?” I asked Bella, puzzled. “Do you have some kind of…ship sense skill or something?”

“Gods no!” She said, barking out a laugh. “I wish I had somethin’ like that. We just have someone keepin’ a watch on things under the ship. Only, he were off duty when that one jumped ye.”

What? Keeping a watch under the ship?

The door of Bella’s quarters creaked open, drawing the attention of everyone inside. Pete slipped through, but froze when he saw everyone looking at him. He let out a nervous laugh, running a hand over his porous head.

Bella rolled her eyes and nodded at him. “Pete’s been pullin’ shifts under the ship fer the last few days. It ain’t like he needs ta breath down there. Just needs somethin’ to weigh ‘im down a bit and a chain attached to the ship, so he don’t float to the top.” She smirked. “His punishment fer tryin’ to deal with the Longslip boys.”

“I ain’t gotta breathe, but it’s still cold down there, Captain,” Pete said mournfully.

“Suck it up,” Bella scoffed at him. “Cold don’t hurt you none.”

Grey cleared his throat, interrupting the back and forth. “As amusing as this is, we still have the problem of the herd possibly being alerted to our presence.”

Bella turned away from Pete to shrug at Grey. “It ain’t really a problem. We’re goin’ to slaughter the lot of them, ain’t we? If they show up before we reach this cave o’ yers, that just means we ain’t takin’ a guess on their nest.”

“I suppose so,” Grey sighed. “Since this was likely a new scout, then herd might be unaware of us, and thus can’t set a trap.”

“Aye,” Bella nodded. “Now all we need is ta reach the island, and take them out. Should only take a couple more days, if the wind is fair.”

            

    
        Chapter 102 - Island Arrival

    
    
    
    
                Bella didn’t see the point in hiding that our plans had changed from the crew, which was reasonable. Everyone knew that we were heading straight to Caer Drarrow now.

Now that we were alerted to the Neptaurian scouts, the mood on the ship took a more serious turn. Everyone was aware that with every hour we grew closer to Caer Drarrow, the possibility grew that we would be attacked by a Neptaurian at any time.

Which did happen.

It wasn’t constant, but with Pete keeping an eye out, we had an early warning system for the arrival of the scouts. He must have a build that specialized in Perception or something, because he could spot them miles out from underneath the Reef. Over the next few days of travel, we encountered three more scouts.

I wasn’t involved in fighting these scouts, as I was still caught up in my punishment detail. I’d gotten to watch as the crew of the Reef easily dealt with the scouts that had come by. It was cool to watch, if nothing else. I’d seen Morlow, the angry guy I’d played cards with a few days ago, literally harpoon one of them out of the water and drag the screeching Neptaurian onto the deck.

In the light of day, I’d gotten a much better look at them. You know, when I wasn’t fighting for my life against one of them trying to drown me.

They were large, bigger than any man, dwarf, or Sculpted. From hooves to head, I’d say the average Neptaurian was about nine feet tall. And they really did seem similar to the myth of the Centaur from back home. They had the same basic body plan of one, with an equine lower body and a humanoid upper body. However, these Centaurs had neither hair nor skin. Instead, they were covered in dense blue scales, reminiscent of fish. On their massive four fingered hands were equally massive talons as well, easily extending out several feet. All of them had bulbous yellow eyes that glared out at the world from a flat face, with a mouth filled with what seemed to be shark teeth.

But perhaps the oddest part of them had to be their tail. Because they didn’t have any hair for a tail like a normal horse, they instead had a large finned one. It honestly looked like something you would see on a shark, similar to their teeth. It gave most of the Neptaurians I saw a decidedly odd silhouette. I guess it made sense, when I thought about it. They were aquatic creatures, and needed some way to swim through deep water easily.

But damn. I hadn’t even seen that huge ass tail during my first encounter with a Neptaurian. I guess you really missed some things when you were being asphyxiated.

While the crew was fishing for Neptaurians, I’d finished fixing the burn marks the first day by cheating. I’d had an idea, you see. Why not see if I could use Aetherial Melding to try and fix the planks of the deck? It was an interesting idea, and I’d wanted to see if I could ‘meld’ damage away from an object, essentially repairing it. Fade had kept me company through all of my drudgework. While I hadn't seen him much during the trip to the island, he still sought me out sometimes.

Like now, so he could watch me repair the ship. Somehow, I thought the little wolf was amused by my labor.

Turns out I could fix the damage with Aetherial Melding. But there was a catch. I needed material to replace the damaged portions with, which I had an easy solution for. Some of the planks on the deck had been too damaged by the fire to stay, so I’d been given a few replacements for them. I’d taken a few portions of the wooden planks, astralized them, and then used that astralized material to repair the decks very quickly. The crewmates that walked passed me during this process could only watch in confusion. Bella had even come by to watch as well, watching me with a hawk-eyed glare in case I damaged her ship any further.

But everything was fine when I was done. In fact, funnily enough, the boards that I had fixed looked visibly newer than the ones that surrounded them. When I had somewhat smugly pointed that out to Bella, she had given me a bit of the old evil eye. What wasn’t so funny was that she left down to the cargo hold, then returned with a bucket of wood stain and ordered me to use it on the deck by hand. Apparently, with no ‘funny business’.

All right, fair enough.

However, a few days after adjusting our course directly to Caer Drarrow, the Neptaurian attacks abruptly stopped. No more scouts were even getting in range of Pete’s detection. He told us that he sometimes thought that he saw one or two way out into the distance, but they never drew close anymore.

This was apparently a bad sign.

“They know we’re out here now,” Grey told me, with narrowed eyes directed out onto the horizon. I was standing with him on the stern of the ship, standing behind the helm with Fade at our feet. Bella was with us, no doubt paying attention to our conversation as well.

“Because the attacks have stopped?” I asked my mentor.

“Yes,” Grey nodded seriously. “There’s no other reason for their probing to cease. I suspect that the Prime has noticed he’s been losing scouts out in this direction, when they don’t report in.”

I glanced at Grey from the corner of my eye. “Just how smart are Primes? You’re talking about it like it’s intelligent and running a military squad or something.”

“It is intelligent, Nathan,” Grey said, turning to me. “Not as intelligent as you or I, but intelligent nonetheless. Primes are fully capable of basic reasoning and trap setting, more so than your usual monster. They’re bestial, yes, but not stupid. It would be wise not to underestimate it. Remember that.”

Trap setting, huh. I guess that the snake Prime back from the Addersfield forest had nearly killed me with a trap.

Our conversation was interrupted by a silvery, bell-like whistle erupting from above us in the crow’s nest. Activity on the ship ceased, with every eye turning upwards, mine included. Sylvia was up there, waving down at the deck. She cupped her hands around her mouth. “Land!” She called down. “Land on the horizon!”

The ship exploded into action, including Bella. She spun the wheel rapidly to the left while calling out commands. “Hard port! Drop anchor! Furl sails!” She bellowed rapidly, and then paused for a moment. “Reel Pete up!”

The crew had seemingly anticipated her orders though, because they were already doing the things she had ordered. The sails of the Reef were untied from their rigging and rapidly furled by the crewmen calling all over them. A few crewmen, including Azarus, heaved a massive iron anchor over the side of the ship. Meanwhile, Pete was getting reeled in like an unruly stone fish by his improvised rigging. The Sculpted shed water like a sponge as he breached the surface.

I leaned into Grey. “Wouldn’t the anchor not be very useful? Aren’t we too far out?”

Grey shook his head slightly, watching the chaos. “No, the waters around Caer Drarrow are notoriously shallow. It’s one of the reasons that the island was chosen for the prison. It helps prevent both a clandestine underwater approach, and discourages escapes. Far easier to find escapees in shallow water, you see.”

I made a quiet noise of understanding, while Bella was bellowing orders to her crew. Before long, the Thorny Reef had come to a complete stop. When the ship had halted completely, Bella shouted one final order. “Meetin’ on deck!”

Grey and I exchanged nods, and followed Bella down to the main deck of the Reef where everyone was gathering. We found our companions pretty quickly once down there, as it was pretty easy to pick Venix’s massive frame out of a crowd. I admit, I was only slightly startled when Sylvia dropped down out of the sky from the crow's nest with a muted thud, so similar to how she had killed the Neptaurian a few days ago. Fade wagged his tail at our Sculpted friend, causing her to briefly reach down and pet him.

Once everyone had assembled, Bella turned to face Grey with a raised eyebrow. Grey took the hint and stepped up. “Now that we’ve arrived at Caer Drarrow, it’s time to discuss our next steps. Bella, if I could borrow your far eye?”

Bella grunted, and opened a small tube at her waist. From it, she withdrew a small collapsed telescope. I’d seen it a few times on our trip to the island, so I wasn’t too surprised at its appearance. I just considered it another indication that Vereden wasn’t quite as primitive as I sometimes thought it was.

She handed it to Grey, who extended the small spyglass and turned to face the distant island. From where I was standing, I could only see a small black dot on the horizon, now that I was looking. Grey looked through the telescope for a few moments, before frowning and making a considering noise. He lowered the glass and turned to face the gathered crowd.

“Well, it’s not quite as bad as it could be,” Grey said, causing a stir in the crow.

The hell does that mean?

“The hells,” Pete started, before spitting out a handful of seawater. “Does that mean?”

Yeah, what he said.

Grey rolled his eyes slightly. “It means that there is a gathered force on the island, but not an excessively large one. There are two corvettes currently docked at the island, neither of which seem to be excessively armed. I do, however, believe that they’re adapted troop transport.”

Bella hissed to herself. “Damn. I don’t care if they’re just ferries, the Reef can’t outrun a corvette. Much less two of the damn things.”

I heard Curloch laugh from the crowd. “Then we’ll just have to make sure they can’t follow us!”

The gathering of pirates chortled among themselves, only slightly sinisterly. I laughed along nervously. I guess some sabotage was on the menu, during our prison break.

“Indeed,” Grey said, unfazed. “I would recommend it. In the meanwhile, I expect somewhere between two to three hundred garrisoned troops on the island, with the presence of the corvettes. A not insurmountable force, with the strength gathered here, but we should avoid open combat if possible.”

Two…to three hundred? And that wasn’t cause for concern? I cast a gaze out at the people gathered here. There were maybe around thirty crewmen for the Reef, while there were seven people in our group of people. If it came to open conflict, that was a hell of a disparity in numbers. Nobody else looked concerned, though. Maybe Grey really was just that much of a force multiplier.

Bella cut in. “What about the damn Seahorsemen? Can ye see them on the island?”

“As I’ve told you, Isabella,” Grey said with a frustrated sigh. “I believe the Loyalists are granting them sanctuary in an underwater cove around the back of the island. Said cove is roughly beneath the northwestern cliffs. Thankfully, our approach has left us perfectly positioned to approach the cove. However, not in the Thorny Reef.”

“No shit,” Bella rolled her eyes. “We’ll be using the lifeboats to reach the island. The Reef ain’t a big girl, but she’s big enough to catch more than a few eyes.”

“We?” Grey raised an eyebrow at Bella. “Are you going to accompany our group then?”

“Of course I am,” Bella scoffed. “I’ll be goin’ with ye to kill the Seahorsemen, while me men go slit some throats and slash some sails.”

Grey tilted his head in acceptance. “Very well. I welcome your blade at our side.” Grey turned to face our group now. He met my eyes. “Ready yourself, my friends. We leave soon.”

            

    
        Chapter 103 - Cold and Dark

    
    
    
    
                It didn’t take me long to get ready for the fight. I’d had my leather armor set aside in my bunk, ready for this moment for a while now, just ready to rush into it. I didn’t quite need to rush, but I did hurry. This was the armor that I’d used in the escape from Addersfield, if not improved a little bit. Far better than the everyday leathers I’d slapped together for everyday use. They even had a few enchantments on them.

Nothing major, not like the armor that Sylvia had. Just some durability enchants, really. I’d done them myself. I didn’t take the cloak, though. Honestly, it just seemed like a bad idea to take that when I’d shortly be needing to take a dive in the ocean, from what Grey had told me. If I needed any kind of concealment, my Thorn Cloak would work better anyway.

I also took a few wax sealed potion bottles with me in a sack. I’d brewed these with Grey a few days ago. They were mostly healing potions, as we had no idea what kind of shape the prisoners would be in. We couldn’t expect Aurum to do all of the work, after all. Even though, you know, that was why we had brought him. There were a few odds and ends in the sack as well.

Finally, I grabbed my most recent creation, other than the strangely non-functional gun. A second collapsible spear. The first had mostly been a prototype, and had honestly been a bit fragile and finicky. This one was better constructed and had a more robust design. Unlike my first, I wasn’t afraid this was going to fail after a jaunt through the cold seawater. Still, I took both that I had with me. I just sheathed my old one at the small of my back. I wasn’t intending to dual-wield them or anything, I didn’t have that kind of coordination.

Yet.

Honestly, I just wanted the backup.

When I was done with my preparations, I exited the cargo hold and headed up to the main deck. There, I found my companions standing around while Bella directed the crew with the preparations for the lifeboat. The sight of my friends gave me a moments pause. It had been a while since I had seen everyone dressed for battle. From Azarus’s full armor, to Sylvia’s enchanted leathers, to Venix’s robe. Hell, Grey was even wearing the black and silver outfit I’d seen him wear back on the march into Hollow Hill. He even had the sword he had told me was too strong for him in his weakened state, although he wasn’t carrying the staff. It was belted at his waist, radiating a subtle power. Aurum wasn’t much different, though. It seemed like he was always wearing his robes, although he was clutching his staff a bit nervously.

It seemed like they had finished prepping the boat as I joined the group. At Grey’s instruction, we all started piling into the boat that we would be using. The other one that the Thorny Reef had would be used by the crew to sneak onto the island for sabotage. As I was climbing into the boat, I had to catch Fade before he lept into the boat with us.

"Sorry, little guy," I told my pup with an apologetic tone. "You can't come with me this time. I don't think you'd make it on the swim. You'll have to stay on the ship."

Fade huffed at my words, but still backed down. As he turned around to leave, I swear I could see a scheming look in his wolven eye. Which was ridiculous, right?

Right?

Bella shouted over to her crew from her position on the lifeboat next to me. “Curly!” She shouted. Curloch, who was standing not far from the railing of the ship, looked up. “Yer in charge! Give the bastards no quarter!”

Curloch gave a bellowing laugh at his Captains words, and gave a lazy salute. “Aye aye, Captain! Send those beasties to the hells fer me!”

Bella laughed in return, before gesturing to the crew. At her order, they dutifully began to lower the lifeboat onto the open ocean. Before long, the lifeboat had hit the water with an oddly dull plopping noise. Without even being asked, Venix grabbed both the left and the right oars on the boat with two of his arms and began to row us away from the Reef.

As we began to leave the ship behind, I saw the crew fully lower the sails and then begin to lower the mast as well. Without both of those, the profile of the Reef was much smaller and stealthier, which made sense to me. I watched as large oars sprouted from the sides of the brigantine, and started to row it away from us. Both of our groups had one ultimate destination.

The island of Caer Drarrow.

……………………………………..

The ride towards the island was oddly tense. I think most of us were psyching ourselves up for the possibility of a long day of tense battle. Hell, I know I was. The plan might not have been for us to fight our way through the prison and slaughter everyone we came across, but we still had to fight and kill a herd of Neptaurians and their Prime. We’d have to go through them before we even got into the prison.

The only people who didn’t look like they were mentally preparing themselves for battle were Bella and Venix. Bella just looked eager, while Venix was as stoic as usual. Strangely, I took a little comfort from my Antium companions' steadfastness.

As we approached the island, the structure of the prison itself revealed itself to my eyes. If I could describe it in one word, I’d say ominous. It was built entirely of a pitch-black rock quarried into massive stones that shone in the fading sunlight. The actual construction itself was purely utilitarian, with no acknowledgment of aesthetics at all. Frankly, it almost reminded me of communist block architecture from back home. It was just one massive black cube, with openings in the walls for barred windows. There were five towers on the prison that I could see. One at each of the four sharp corners, with one larger tower in the center. I know it was silly, but it felt like the structure was judging us somehow on our approach, and we were found wanting.

Well fuck you too, you monument to misery. I was going to plunder your halls, soon enough.

It took us maybe half an hour for the rocky cliffs of the island to begin looming over us. Grey examined the rocky walls in front of us with narrowed eyes, before directing Venix to continue rowing farther up along them.

“Stop,” Grey said suddenly, causing Venix to cease rowing. He looked up and down the cliff face before nodding to himself. I looked as well, but I didn’t see anything special about the walls. The only thing I saw was the massive fortification of the prison looming over us. “Yes, this is it. Directly below this cliff face is the cavern.” He turned to face the group. “Into the water, now. It’s time for a brief jaunt beneath the waves.”

One by one, most of us did as he said, hopping off the side of the boat to swim in place in the water. The only two that didn’t were Sylvia and Aurum, which…made sense, now that I thought it. They were pure metal, and weren’t likely to float like Pete could. That guy was made of porous stone after all. Sylvia folded her arms, seeming like she was waiting for something, while Aurum smiled nervously.

Grey looked at the rest of us, swimming in the water next to us. “I will be ferrying our Sculpted companions. Make sure you follow us closely, else you become lost in the deep.” At that, he took a deep breath and clasped his hands in front of him, concentrating on something. Seconds later, a visible bubble began to expand from his form, causing him to bob to the surface. The old man was now standing in a large sphere of air, seemingly strong enough to hold his weight and big enough for a few more people.

Entirely unconcerned, Sylvia hopped off of the boat and passed through the bubble without popping it. Once inside, she took a position next to her Father and lay a hand on his shoulder. Aurum visibly took a deep, extraneous breath to calm his nonexistent nerves, and then followed suit and jumped off of the boat. He passed through the bubble as well to stand on Grey’s other side. Once both Sculpted were standing in the bubble, Grey let out the breath he had been holding. The bubble stabilized to my eyes, even if it didn’t freeze or anything. From his position inside the artifice, Grey nodded at those of us swimming outside of it before making a downward gesture with his hand.

The bubble began to sink beneath the waves.

Those of us still on the surface look at each other for a moment in bafflement.

Bella grumbled. “Man couldn’t do that fer the rest of us?” She sighed before taking a deep breath, and diving.

Yeah, no kidding.

I followed her lead and dove beneath the water. Azarus and Venix followed suit.

……………………………………..

Grey may have told us that the waters near Caer Drarrow were shallow, but they didn’t seem shallow to me. All around me the water was dark, and seemingly endlessly deep. If I was by myself, I don’t think I could have navigated this.

Luckily, I wasn’t.

Ahead of us, Grey had ignited a magical light of some kind in his moving bubble. Thank God, or else I couldn’t see an inch in front of my face. Even beyond the reach of his silvery light, all I could see was dark water.

Odd.

It wasn’t even night yet on the surface.

Still, I and my group were able to follow Grey’s bubble on the short swim beneath the surface. It wasn’t long before he led us to a yawning mouth in the rock face that must have led to the prison interior somehow. We passed through it no problem, although I almost wished I hadn’t. The minute that I passed through the underwater portal, the water changed.

The temperature plummeted, and the darkness around us grew to a pitch black.

The water hadn’t exactly been warm before, but now it was downright arctic. Even underwater as I was, it felt like the breath I was holding in my lungs could freeze solid any second. God, I could see small chunks of ice floating passed my eyes. That was almost the only thing I could see. Where before the waters were unnaturally dark, now it was like a veil of darkness had descended on the world. I couldn’t even see my fellow swimmers anymore.

I needed to get out of this water, and soon. Or else I felt like I was going to freeze to death.

Grey’s bubble was the only source of light in this darkness, and it had started moving upwards once we had passed through the entrance. I swam harder, and even managed to pass by Grey in my urgency.

I didn’t even see the surface of the water before I breached it along with the other swimmers. I was so stunned by hitting the surface that I involuntarily let out my breath, before taking in a shuddering new one.

I immediately regretted it.

The air in the cavern around me felt like it was even colder than the water I was swimming in. The breath I had taken in felt like glass running through my lungs it was so sharp.

To my side, Grey’s bubble hurtled out of the water like it had been shot from a cannon. It had visibly frozen over, obscuring those within. Thankfully, I could still see the light blaring out from the bubble, frosted as it was. The light from the bubble illuminated a rocky shore moments before it impacted it. The bubble shattered with a sound akin to broken glass as it hit the stone, falling in frozen pieces around its previous inhabitants.

I didn’t see the impact though. I had immediately started swimming for the stony shore the moment the light had lit it up. I had to get out of this water.

When I reached the shore, I hung on to it sluggishly, almost too weak to pull myself out of the water. The cold was sapping my strength at an alarming rate. In a haze, I activated Sylvan Vigor at full power. Finally, with the strength granted by my skill, I managed to crawl onto the shore. I flopped onto it, rolling on my back with closed eyes and trying to catch my breath.

When I opened them again, I felt that breath freeze inside me. It wasn’t just the cold that was doing it, this time.

Although the ceiling was obscured in darkness, I could still see lights twinkling above me like malicious yellow stars illuminated by Grey's still active spell. Only, they weren’t actually stars.

They were eyes.

            

    
        Chapter 104 - The Caves of Caer Drarrow

    
    
    
    
                The eyes that were watching us from the ceiling didn’t blink once as they watched my companions scrabble onto shore. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see everyone capable of it shivering from the cold. I could feel it myself, but I was frozen in place.

I didn’t know if the owners of those eyes had noticed that I had seen them yet. Whatever was up there, most likely a group of Neptaurians, hadn’t shifted or moved even once since I’d seen them. From the number of eyes that I saw, there must have been over a dozen of them above us. What the fuck were they doing up there? Neptaurians were mostly aquatic creatures to my understanding, not goddamn bats. I had no doubt they were strong enough to cling to the ceiling, but…

Wait, what the hell was I doing. I didn’t have time to be frozen like this, I had to warn everyone. Slowly, trying not to draw attention, I tried to sit up, shivering from the cold all the while. My slight movement immediately drew the attention of several of the eyes, causing them to fix on me.

I wasn’t able to keep my own from meeting the eyes of the lurking creatures above us.

The pair I’d met narrowed at me, causing a ripple among the rest of them. Almost as one, I saw quadrupedal shapes begin to fall from the ceiling.

I abandoned any attempt at stealth. “ABOVE US!” I shouted into the cavern air, scrambling to my feet. My voice echoed off the walls, though it did its job.

My companion's heads rocketed upwards, just in time to watch as over a dozen Neptaurians closed in on their position. Azarus and I rolled out of the way in order to avoid being crushed under one particular Neptaurian, while I could see Venix unsheathe his four swords at lightning speed and block the claws of another.

With a shout from Grey, the light that he had been projecting intensified. Suddenly, the entire cavern was illuminated in a bright silver glow, that managed to fully dispel the darkness surrounding us. Stumbling back to my feet, I drew my collapsible spear, and extended it in one motion. I didn’t want to fight these guys up close. At the same time, I activated The Scintillant Blade, lending my own rainbow light to the cavern. I saw Azarus draw his hammer and shield from their place on his back, while activating whatever skill he had that caused the chains he used in combat. Meeting his eyes briefly, we got back to back.

I didn’t get a chance to check on the others. The Neptaurians chose that moment to attack.

One of them charged my position, claws brandished, hoofbeats ringing off of the cavern walls. Ducking down, I set my spear and let the aquatic horse creature impale itself on my spear from its own momentum. The creature shrieked as my burning blade easily pierced its scales, scrabbling weakly at the spear in its chest. Thank God for The Scintillant Blade. The skill hadn’t failed me yet. Well, except that one ti-

I was knocked out of my odd mental tangent by the sound of an impact on metal from behind me, followed by a grunt of effort. Immediately collapsing my spear to get it out of the flesh of the Neptaurian, I spun in place. Behind me, Azarus was buckling under the blow of one of the Neptaurians as it bore down on his shield.

Automatically bringing up my free hand, I aimed it at the face of the pseudo-Centaur and cast Poisonthorn Shot. The corrosive barb pierced into the right eye socket of the monster, causing it to reel back in pain with screeching whinny.

Azarus didn’t miss his chance.

Directing a chain to wrap around the neck of the monster, he yanked downwards on the chain with his right hand. Simultaneously, he maneuvered the edge of his shield underneath the falling jaw of the beast. I didn’t know this, but apparently the edges of that shield must be sharpened or something.

The head of the Neptaurian was sliced in half crosswise, and the beast fell over dead. No doubt because I could see whatever passed for a brain on that thing.

Nice.

Azarus turned to look at me, and we exchanged short nods. Our attention was stolen when we heard the war cry of another Neptaurian. Another one was charging on our position.

A flash of light came from behind us, flowing around both of our forms, casting us in shadow on the far wall of the cavern. At the same time, I heard a shouted word from Grey, followed a crackling boom and the sound of several screaming Neptaurians.

The Neptaurian charging us flinched and stopped, blinded by the light.

This time, both Azarus and I didn’t miss our chance.

Azarus threw out a chain with his hammer attached to it, winding it around the legs of the monster. He yanked, causing the creature to fall over with a nicker. As he was doing that, I was running at the downed creature with my spear trailing me. Before I reached the monster, I engaged Sylvan Vigor for a brief burst of strength, and jumped as high as I could manage. As I descended towards the downed Neptaurian, I angled the blade of my brilliantly burning spear over its form.

Impact.

Driven by both my skill and the weight of my jump, my spear pierced through the equine abdomen of the Neptaurian. The creature let out a final weak screech, and then fell silent forever.

I didn’t get a chance to celebrate the kill.

I was knocked off of the Neptaurian I was standing on by the charging swipe of another, accidentally losing my grip on my spear and leaving it behind. I cried out in pain as I flew, as I’d felt the beast’s claws slice through my flesh. I hit the floor of the cavern with a grunt of pain and slap of wet clothing on stone. I looked up in time to see a Neptaurian charging on my downed form, claws brandished. My eyes widened in panic, causing me to scrabble at my back for my spare spear-dagger.

I needn’t have bothered.

With a whisper of air, a blade shaped entirely of condensed air came out of nowhere and bisected the monster’s upper body from its lower one. The beast didn’t even get the chance to blink before it fell over dead, the pieces of its form skidding to a halt next to me.

I blinked.

Seconds afterward, a bloodied but manic Bella appeared above me. She thrust her left hand down in my direction with a wide grin, a drawn cutlass in her right. Hastily, I grabbed hold of it and let her yank me to my feet. I looked around to see how the fight was going.

It seemed to be dying down. There were only a few stragglers left out of the attacking Neptaurians.

I watched as Venix separated all four legs from a Neptaurian he was dueling, before ending it in the next motion. Azarus was also finishing off one of them that he seemed to have been grappling with, bursting it’s head open with one brutal down swing of his hammer. I guess that’s why he hadn’t been able to help me with the one that had knocked me off my feet.

On the other side of the cavern, Grey was surrounded by a group of five charred Neptaurians, seeming to not have even drawn his sword. Aurum was huddled behind him with eyes wide from fear that was rapidly dwindling. Sylvia was standing next to her Father in a guard position, blue short sword drawn but unbloodied. Honestly, I don’t even know if she had needed to fight during the impromptu ambush.

Meanwhile, Bella was clapping me on the shoulder, causing me to hiss in pain. Looking at the shoulder she had touched, I saw that it had three deep claw marks in it from the Neptaurian she had killed. “Ooh, sorry about that.” She winced, wiping my blood from her hand on her pant leg.

I took a breath to settle my nerves after the battle. “It’s fine, I’ll just-”

I was cut off by cool blue light descending on my form. With a sigh of relief, I felt the wounds on my shoulder close. Looking up, I saw that Grey, Sylvia and Aurum were approaching us. Aurum has his staff our and pointed at me.

I gave a low chuckle. “I was going to say, I’ll just get Aurum to look at it. Thanks man.” I said to the Sculpted healer.

He gave me a shaky smile in return. “I-it’s my job.”

Now that the battle was over, I was starting to feel the cold of the cavern again. I shivered, rubbing my hands over my arms. Doubly so because of the blood I’d lost.

Grey must have noticed, because he frowned and cast a glance at our party that was converging on us. “Everyone else is uninjured?” At their nods, he continued. “I see. Good job.”

Aurum spoke up hesitantly. “Is that…it then? Did we get the herd?”

Grey immediately shook his head. “No, these were just meant to soften us up. The Prime was not among their number. Believe me, we would have known. Everyone has noticed the unnatural cold that permeates this cavern, yes?” At our nods, he continued. “Obviously, this is unusual. The cavern was a bit chilly the last time I was here, but it wasn’t bone chilling.”

Azarus sighed. “I’m guessin’ the Prime is the one that’s makin’ it so damn cold?”

“Yes,” Grey nodded. “I believe it’s having an effect on the surrounding Aether. The beast must be Ice aspected in some way. Perhaps Darkness as well, judging by the gloom.”

Grey was still holding up a bright ball of silvery light, allowing us to see in the cavern. I glanced out at it from his words. Seemed likely to me. I remember how the forest outside Addersfield had been crawling with those red vines, as if to indicate its presence.

As I watched the cavern, the bodies of the ambushing Neptaurians began to poof into Miasma, leaving behind their cores. I pinched my nose against the smell. “So, you think the Prime is further in?” I asked my mentor in a nasally tone.

“I do,” Grey smiled at me in slight amusement. “But first, I believe we should light a fire. We’re in danger of frostbite from the cold, if we don’t warm ourselves up first.”

I raised an eyebrow at Grey. “Isn’t it kind of dangerous to light a fire in such a confine space? Couldn’t we suffocate?”

Grey shook his head. “We won’t linger for long. Only enough to warm our bones as we venture in deeper to slay the Prime, and ultimately, access the prison. Everyone, search around to see if there’s anything we can burn.”

Our group dispersed to do as he asked. It didn’t take us long to notice that there was plenty to burn.

It looked like the Neptaurians had been dragging their victims back to this cave. There were…a lot of bones in here with us, along with scraps of driftwood and clothing. I grimaced to see all the remains of the people that had been killed by these monsters, but continued my searching. Other people didn’t seem to have the same hesitance that I did.

Bella crowed to herself, causing me to look over in her direction. She was holding up a gold coin that she seemed to have pulled out of a small sack she had found. She grinned at me, when she noticed my staring. I shook my head, and got back to work.

Before long, we had found enough rags and driftwood to burn for a small fire. I settled down next to it, and held my hands out in order to warm them with a satisfied sigh. Grey sat down next to me, and copied my actions.

As he was warming his hands, he addressed everyone, who had gathered around the fire. “I would expect more traps or ambushes further in. This Prime seems like a canny example of its kind indeed.”

Oh, joy.

            

    
        Chapter 105 - Without a Trace

    
    
    
    
                I shivered in the freezing air of the cavern, edging closer to the large fire we’d created. We’d found more than enough material in the cavern to light a bonfire, surprisingly. You would think that it would be too wet to light, but eerily it was almost bone dry. I can’t tell you how unsettling it had been to discover that the driftwood in this underwater cavern was as desiccated as it was.

Still, it made for excellent firewood. I held my hands out to the fire, warming my bones.

My companions were arranged around the fire as well, recovering after the brief fight we’d had with the Neptaurian ambush. Mostly, they were either cleaning themselves off or cleaning their blades. Or in Bella’s case, standing around impatiently, waiting for Grey to give the word to pack up. I wanted to tell her to calm down, but I don’t think she’d take it very well. We were only intending to stick around for a few more minutes anyway. Still, that gave me enough time to consolidate whatever gains I’d gotten from the battle.

I pulled up my Status, using Hidden Amidst the Spheres.




	You have gained 7 levels!



	You are now level 51!



	You have 70 unspent Virtue points.



	Level 50 Class ability inherited.



	Would you like to review your Status?



	Y/N






My eyebrows shot up. Seven levels? Wow, I almost felt like thanking the Neptaurians that had ambushed me. I’d even gotten my level fifty ability from fighting them.

I mentally selected yes, causing another box to pop up.




	Level 50 Class ability (Thornblade Acolyte)



	Ringed Mind (Talent): Reorganize your mind.






Reorganize your mind? What the hell did that meannnnnnn…..

Suddenly, I was paralyzed by a downright terrifying sensation. I could barely describe the feeling, but it was almost like the structure of my very train of thought was changing in real time. Not only that, but I could swear that I felt my brain morphing inside my skull.

Slowly, my thought process changed, gaining what felt like…levels, each with their own speed and agility. There were three of them, which I guess were the ‘rings’ of the talent. The outermost ring of thought was the fastest, and the most similar to how my previous thought process had functioned. It was faster than my mind had been previously, though. My thoughts in this ring moved with a speed and agility that was nearly frictionless, making connections and observations at a speed that I’d never experienced. But it was as I moved downwards or, rather, further into the recesses of my mind that things became strange.

The middle ring of my consciousness was similar to what my mind had been like before, but it also seemed to be representative of more than the outer. Within it, I could feel my desires on a deeper level and almost control them, propagating outward. For example, I could feel my desire to retract my hands from the fire in an almost tangible sense, as I’d frozen in place with them too close to the flame. Eyes still frozen open, from within my middle thought ring, I…turned off that desire. Suddenly, it was as if I didn’t feel the uncomfortable heat of the fire on my hands anymore. Even if I intellectually knew that I was in danger of burning my hands, I didn’t have the automatic need to do so. Hurriedly, I switched it back on, withdrawing my hands from the flame to lie trembling in my lap.

But it was the very center of my new consciousness that frightened me the most. It also possessed a thought process like the outer ring, but this…‘core’ was so much more. Instead of manipulating my mind and its reactions like the middle one, I could manipulate my body. It was like I was now directly overseeing the automatic functions of my physical self. They still functioned without my input, but I could now…weigh a finger onto them. For instance, right now I was fucking terrified out of my mind at the amount of control I had over myself. From within my core ring, I could see how my body was being flooded with fear from the adrenaline that was pumping through my body and caressing my brain. With only a moment’s thought, I shut down the production of adrenaline in my body from the fear that had been flooding me.

Instantly, I could feel myself calm down. With the fear dying down, I curiously massaged another gland in my brain, causing it to release another hormone that felt really fucking good. Oh God, this was nice. I could feel myself not only calming down, but a large smile stretching across the features of my outside body from the induced pleasure.

I let my outer two rings drift in a sense of artificial bliss, for a moment. Still, my core thought process retained enough presence of mind to realize this wasn’t the best time to be indulging in such a high.

Later, though…

I returned to the task at hand, marveling at the sensation of having three separate streams of thought. It wasn’t like they were three different people, though. This wasn’t a ‘we’ situation. All three of them were still me. I just had more flexibility now, with two of the thought streams having extra capabilities.

For a moment, I thought I could sense something else from my core, but the sensation was fleeting. And honestly, this wasn’t the best time for such experimentation. As fun and interesting as this was, we still had things to do. I still had things to do.

I focused back on my Status, and selected the still waiting Yes prompt to view it. Once I did so, I allocated my Virtue points in a now familiar process.




	Name
	Nathaniel Eugene Hart



	Titles
	Unbound Liberator



	Level
	51



	Age
	24 Sol



	Race
	
Human (Precursor)





	Affinity 
	Terrestrial



	Classes
	Thornblade Acolyte (Uncommon)



	Professions 

	Aetherial Melding



	Health
	600/600



	Stamina
	100/100



	Vitality 
	60



	Strength
	10



	Spirit
	10



	Dexterity
	110



	Perception 
	60



	Intelligence
	160



	Wisdom
	160



	Free Points 
	0



	Options
	[Talent Page], [Skill Page], [Profession Page]






Nice, neat numbers. Not that I could do much with some of them yet. I was incredibly curious about what having my own Mana would be like. At this point, I was halfway there to level one hundred, and reaching the first ‘threshold’.

I was broken out of my life-changing moment by Grey standing up from the fire, drawing the attention of everyone around it. Grey picked up a nearby bucket that we had scavenged from among the debris and tossed the seawater he’d filled it with earlier over the flame. Our warm respite from the freezing temperature of the cavern died with a hiss. I shivered in the cold, before dialing down my sensitivity to the cold with my middle mind.

Ah, that was better.

“We must press on,” Grey told us, tossing the bucket to the side carelessly. “We can’t dally too long, else we risk the sabotage crew being discovered.”

“Finally!” Bella blurted out, throwing up her hands. “It’s like you landlubbers ‘ave never taken a dip beneath the waves!”

Grey rolled his eyes but didn’t respond. Instead, he reconjured the orb of bright silver light he’d extinguished earlier and set it to hover in front of him. The rest of us clambered to our feet, some with more reluctance than others. Azarus in particular still looked miserable from the cold, and I didn’t blame him. He was not only smaller than everyone else, but he was clad in full plate mail armor. The dwarf had frost crystallizing in his firey beard.

When he saw that I seemingly had no issue with the cold anymore, my dwarven friend looked at me in disbelief. “H-how the hells are ya all right this m-mess?”

I grinned back at him. “New skill,” I said, aware that I was still feeling the physical effects of the cold. The sensation was just muted in my case.

Either way, Azarus just grumbled to himself, conjuring up his own fiery ball of light. Both to help light the way, and warm his gauntleted hands.

We pressed on.

……………………………………..

Grey led us to an opening in the rock wall of the entrance cavern. It wasn’t huge, only large enough for one person to squeeze through at a time. Venix in particular had to shuffle his massive form through the gap in the stone sideways. But once we were through, the cavern widened. It led to a passage bigger than its entrance, frosted with ice.

But the passage contained a grimmer sight.

Corpses. Dozens of them.

Only…

All of them were webbed to the walls, as if by spiders.

As one, our group stopped to stare at the unfortunate victims that we had found. Grey approached one of the unfortunates, gesturing for his light to hover near them.

The body of the man webbed to the wall was desiccated to an extreme degree. His skin was paper thin, and stretched over a lidless skull, staring into space with an expression that was somehow still horrified.

Grey examined the corpse somberly for a moment, before turning back to our group. “This…” He said gravely. “Is not the work of a Neptaurian. Bella, you told us that you were attacked by a Neptaurian Prime. You were able to confirm that the Prime leading this herd was Neptaurian?”

Bella stared at the desiccated corpse on the wall in disbelief for a moment, before dragging her eyes to Grey. “Hells yes, I’m sure. I got a damn good Observe type skill, and could see the Prime right on its bleedin’ Status.”

Grey frowned. “Then…what did this? Neptaurians are not known to ally with other monsters in the wild. Monsters, in general, are not known to ally with each other. We’ve already confirmed the presence of the Neptaurians beneath the island. Suddenly, there’s a second nest of monsters down here as well?”

“Could that mean,” Sylvia interjected, speaking slowly. “That there could be a second Prime?”

The group grew quiet and still at the possibility. I felt dread try to roll over me, but suppressed it with my new skill.

Meanwhile, Grey was staring at his daughter in disbelief. “Impossible. In centuries of study, I’ve never heard of Prime’s allying with each other. Every case I’ve ever heard that involved a Prime meeting a Prime led to a battle over territory. There’s only so many resources in a given area for competing monster groups to fight over.”

“But this isn’t a normal case,” I said quietly. “We already think that the Loyalists are controlling not only the Neptaurian herd but their Prime.”

My words caused Grey to narrow his eyes. He let out a frosty breath of frustration. “Damn.” He said.

Our group stood around in silence for a moment, before it was broken by the sound Venix unsheathing one of his blades with a whisper of air. Our group turned to face him, only to see that he was looking around with an intense look on his insectoid features. “Where,” He said lowly. “Is the Healer?”

I felt adrenaline race up my spine and spun in a quick circle. He was right.

Aurum was missing.

Without even needing to be asked, Azarus spun around and sprinted back to the gap leading to the entrance cavern, his flame bobbing in his hand. The dwarf slipped through the gap, and we heard his voice calling Aurum’s name. Moments later, he emerged back into the passage we were in, with a grim look on his broad features. “Nothin’,” He said ominously. “He ain’t in there.”

Grey held up his light and flared it brighter. I held up a hand to block out the light, while my eyes adjusted. When they did, I looked around with everyone else, trying to see any kind of clue as to his whereabouts.

I found one.

Walking swiftly to the side, I picked it up from where it lay discarded on the stone floor of the passage. “Fuck,” I said finally, drawing the attention of the group. Turning back around, I showed it to them.

It was Aurum’s staff.

“Something,” I told my companions. “Snuck up on us while we were examining the corpse, and nabbed him. All without making a single sound.”

            

    
        Chapter 106 - Come Into My Parlor

    
    
    
    
                “We need to find him,” Grey said firmly, to a round of nods.

Well, obviously.

“So, we’re going with the theory that this is the work of another Prime, then?” I asked my mentor.

Grey nodded. “Yes, and possibly some kind of spider, judging by the webbing.” He said, gesturing to the countless dehydrated victims webbed to the walls. “These caves are more extensive than you know. If there is a cluster of spider monsters being directed by a second Prime, then they could be anywhere in here. We’ll need to search them top to bottom to find young Aurum.”

“Then what are we bleedin’ waitin’ on?” Bella said impatiently, tapping her fingers on her sheathed cutlass. “An invitation? Every moment we waste down here is another me crew doesn’t have backup.”

“As you say,” Grey said, inkling his head to the pirate Captain. “I suggest we proceed through the caves in a circular formation, our backs to each other. Whatever monster kidnapped Aurum is well versed in stealth tactics, if it was able to do so silently and with little trace. If we watch for it in our search for young Aurum, then we’re less likely to be ambushed.”

We all did as he said, drawing our respective weapons and arranging ourselves into a circle. I ended up near the front next to Grey, with Sylvia to my left. Venix took the rearguard, which made sense to me. I’d suspected that he was the strongest person in our party other than Grey for some time now.

As Grey took the vanguard position and started to lead us through the still-freezing cold caverns, I was strangely relieved. Of all people, I’m glad that it was Aurum that this mystery spider had taken. I mean, the guy was solid metal for God’s sake. It’s not like he had any juices for a spider monster to suck from him.

But that raised a question. Why had it singled him out in the first place?

……………………………………..

Grey led us through the caverns at a good pace, appearing to know his way fairly well. The rest of us kept an eye out. Several times, I swear that I saw movement from behind us. I made sure to mention that to the group, but whenever someone else tried to see it as well, it was gone.

That wasn’t creepy at all, I assure you.

If it wasn’t for my new talent helping to suppress my fear, I was sure that I would be freaking out harder from the near horror movie scenario we’d found ourselves in. As it was, I was keeping myself artificially calm and focused on the task at hand.

As we made our way through the cavern passages, we never stopped encountering bodies webbed to the walls. There would be a new one every few feet. Sometimes they would be half uncovered and visibly desiccated, while sometimes they were fully covered but appearing no less drained. The fully covered ones were somewhat puzzling, actually. From what I understood of spider-feeding practices, shouldn’t they have discarded the drained ones at this point?

While my middle mind was considering that peculiarity, my outer mind was startled when Sylvia suddenly exploded into a soundless lunge. Leading with her blue sword, Sylvia plunged her blade into a spot on the wall. To my eyes, it didn’t look like there was anything there.

At least, initially.

Green blood exploded from something invisible on the wall. With a chittering squeal, a creature materialized on the wall at the end of Sylvia’s blade.

It was a spider of some kind. But not a usual one. No, this seemed like some kind of monstrous sea spider.

In total size, I would put it to be about as big as a cat. But that was mostly from its long, spindly legs, almost skeletal in appearance. Its actual body was incredibly thin, almost appearing as thin around as one of its legs. Extending from what must be its head were two different pairs of fangs, each nearly as long as my middle finger. The creature itself was a soft pink with the eight legs you would expect from a spider of any kind. Disturbingly, I couldn’t see any visible eyes on the monster.

Thankfully, this one was in its death throws. Before it could actually die and puff out of existence in a cloud of Miasma, I quickly threw out an Observe.




	Name: 
	Juvenile Frostbrine Stalker



	Level: 
	34



	Age: 
	2 weeks



	Species: 
	Monster



	Abilities: 
	Stalk, Cocoon






The rest of the group had quickly spun around to watch the commotion that had arisen from Sylvia’s attack. We watched as a group as the Shadestalker gave one final twitch of its skeletal limbs, before lying still. Moments afterward, it exploded into a haze of Miasm, leaving behind a marble-sized Core. I scooped it up in the silence.

“Well, damn,” Bella said, breaking it. “So it is spiders.”

“But not a species that should be this far south,” Grey said gravely, causing the group's eyes to drift his way. “I recognize the type. Frostbrine spider monsters are from the waters to the far, far north. Beyond the northern mountains, even. They hunt along the shores in that region, harrying the tribes that are found there. I didn’t even know they could survive in this clime.” He sighed. “They, or rather their Prime, must be the true reason these caverns are so cold. Their natural Aetherial balance must be affecting these environs to such an extent as to mimic that frozen wasteland.”

“That’s cool and all,” I said, ignoring the pun I’d made inadvertently. “But we can’t just stick around. We have work to do and people to save.”

Grey nodded sharply at my words. “Very true. Let us continue, at the very least knowing what we face. Well done, Sylvia.” Sylvia inclined her head at her Father’s words. “Everyone else, keep an eye out.”

We pressed on.

……………………………………..

That wasn’t the last time we encountered a Frostbrine spider on our search of the cavern passages. But it was the smallest. Several times, one of the others either stabbed, sliced, or crushed one of them that got too close to our position, hidden under a cloaking Skill of some type.

One time, Grey even sent a bolt of silvery mana launching ahead of us to track something he’d noticed. It impacted the largest of the Frostbrine spiders we’d seen so far. You could say that this one was also the size of a cat, if you were referring to a goddamn tiger. Thankfully, Grey’s spell killed it in one shot, leaving a smoking and twitching chitinous carcass on the cavern floor. However, it was odd. Considering Primes were supposed to be the leaders of massive packs of monsters, we hadn’t seen a ton of spiders yet. Just…stragglers.

Still, in all our searching, we never found Aurum.

Grey stopped us in front of an opening in the rock. Beyond the portal, I couldn’t see a thing. It was pitch black on the other side. He turned to address the group. “This is the final cavern,” He told us in a low tone. “Inside is the largest cavern down here, as well as the entry point into Caer Drarrow. At this point, I believe that both quarries that we seek must be inside. Young Aurum…”

“And the Prime,” I finished for him quietly. Grey nodded in response to my words.

“Or Primes. Ready yourself, my friends.”

I took a deep breath, mainly for show. I was finding that it was much, much easier to control things like battle anxiety when you could nearly control your own emotions. Meanwhile, I could see the rest of my companions steel themselves as well. When Grey saw that we were ready, he turned back around to face the stone portal and stepped through. I followed right behind him.

As I stepped through, I was able to see the final cavern that Grey had mentioned. It was massive, far bigger than the entrance had been with towering stalagmites and stalactites visible throughout it on the floor and ceiling. However, that wasn’t what caught my attention the most.

It was the absolutely massive shaded figure hiding just beyond the range of Grey’s light, along the far wall. From it, the light glinted off of dozens of silvery lines that stretched from its form to…

Somewhere above us.

The figure yanked on the lines in a violent motion. Hearing an earthshattering crack from above us, I looked up.

Just in time to see dozens of massive stalactites closing in on my position. I didn’t even get a chance for my eyes to widen before I was tackled out of the way of death by falling rocks. Behind my now prone form, the cavern shook as a veritable landslide struck the floor when I’d just been standing.

And blocking off the entrance to this cavern.

I glanced to my side, to see that it was Grey who had saved my life. He gave me a brief nod in acknowledgement, before scrambling to his feet. I did the same, looking around.

Grey and I were the only ones who had made it inside the cavern before it had been blocked off. Behind the mass of rock that was blocking the entrance, I heard the sound of dozens of muffled, chittering hisses erupt. I also heard the sounds of the rest of our party engaging in combat.

I see…

This was a two-part trap that we’d walked right into. One, to separate whoever walked through the entrance first. And two…

Along the far wall, I heard another chittering hiss. But this was louder, and deeper.

And for some reason, it reminded me of laughter.

Standing side by side with Grey, I watched as the large shadowed form from earlier stepped into the light, revealing its form.

As expected, it was a spider. An absolutely massive one, at that. It was clearly a Frostbrine of some kind, and this was definitely one of the Primes. It was as large as a city bus from back home, and rather than being pink in color, it was a deep, blood-red. Its form was different as well, having four sets of bladelike fangs protruding from its mouth, instead of two like the other’s we’d seen.

But that wasn’t the biggest change on this one. Where the other Frostbrine spiders I’d seen had no visible eyes, that wasn’t the case here.

This spider had a single, massive eye set into its head, a clear shining blue in color. It was currently half-lidded in our direction, as if it was amused at our inspection. The beast clicked each of its eight fangs in our direction together slowly, almost mockingly.

Two other spiders stepped out from behind the likely Prime. These were Frostbrines as well, and not quite as intimidating as it was. They were coral pink in color, and roughly the size of bears.

Clamping down hard on my fear response, I threw out three quick Observes.




	Name: 
	Frostbrine Abyssmother (Prime)



	Level: 
	???



	Age: 
	??



	Species: 
	??



	Abilities: 
	??










	Name: 
	Frostbrine Queensguard



	Level: 
	 61



	Age: 
	3 months



	Species: 
	Monster



	Abilities: 
	Leap, Stalk, Cocoon, Frozen Fang










	Name: 
	 Frostbrine Queensguard



	Level: 
	 ??



	Age: 
	4 months



	Species: 
	Monster



	Abilities: 
	??






Grey cursed to himself quietly, reaching for the sheathed sword on his belt. “Five hundreds,” He said grimly. “Normally, not a problem for me, but I’m still not at full strength.”

My heart stuttered in my chest. Five hundreds? As in, it’s level? Jesus Christ, this thing was more than ten times my level! There was no way I’d be able to help Grey with that.

The entire time that Grey and I were staring at the Prime and its escorts, they didn’t move. It was like they were content to let us take in the sight of them.

Grey caught my eye. “Nathan, I’ll need to focus exclusively on the Prime. You’ll need to deal with the guards.” Having said that, Grey drew the sword at his waist from his waist, allowing me to see it unsheathed for the first time. I’d been able to tell from its shape that it was a longsword, but not much more than that.

Unsheathed, it was much more than that.

The sword was blue. Just like Sylvia’s, it was made from some kind of blue metal or stone of some kind, but that was where the similarities ended. This sword also had some kind of inclusion of white, luminous stone running through the center of it. Both materials glowed slightly, even in the near pitch-blackness of the cavern. The entire blade was inscribed with hundreds, perhaps thousands of runes that I couldn’t decipher.

The sheer ambient power radiating off of it was nearly enough to give me a headache.

Meanwhile, Grey held the blade straight upright in front of him. He leaned his head down slightly to rest on the blue and white stone. “Once more, Stellarum,” He whispered.

As if in response, the runes on the blade began to light up with an eerie black light. The entire sword was engulfed in a haze of that ecliptic power. Satisfied, Grey snapped his sword up into a horizontal guard position, aimed at the heart of the Prime.

Meanwhile, I drew and extended my spear. At the same time, I ignited it with The Scintillant Blade.

All right.

Let’s do this.

The spiders descended on our position.

Grey and I rose to meet them.

            

    
        Chapter 107 - Abyssal Queen

    
    
    
    
                As Grey closed in on the Abyssmother, parrying a jab from one of the oversized spider’s forelegs as he did so, I wasn’t able to keep track of their fight anymore.

I was too busy with my own.

I lashed out first at the weaker Shadeguard as it leapt at me. Midflight, its four fangs began to glow an icy blue and emit frost. I ducked, trying to jab my spear up at the monster’s abdomen as it flew over me. Somehow though, it managed to yank itself vertically up into the air mid-flight, narrowly avoiding my blade. As it did so, I saw the strand of silk extending from its abdomen that it had hidden, trailing on the ceiling. It scuttled out of sight above me using that same strand, swiftly disappearing among the stalactites.

At the same time, I was able to catch sight of the older and stronger Queensguard as it repeated the same tactic, leaping at me with speed.

All right, if you want to play that game.

In the moments before the giant spider impacted me, I dove out of the way, aiming a free hand at the arachnid.

Poisonthorn Shot.

Eat thorn, asshole.

The large blood-red thorn shot from my hand and lodged itself into the right side of the Frostbrine spiders abdomen. It let out a chittering screech at the pain of my skill, swiftly climbing a similar dragline of silk it had hidden like its brother. Moments later, my thorn dropped down from the ceiling somewhere above me, coated in green blood. The beast must have ripped it from its exoskeleton once out of sight.

I exhaled hard, heart thundering in my ears like a drum. In my instant of downtime, I flicked my eyes Grey’s way. I was just in time to watch as the roiling black haze around his sword exploded in size, forming into a monstrous extended blade. With a shout, my mentor swung his oversized magic sword at the monster horizontally. The Abyssmother reacted in time to avoid it, first blocking the swing by somehow conjuring a massive wall of ice to intercept the blow. It seemed to know that wouldn’t be enough to completely block it though, as it also shot out several drag lines of silk a the far wall. With a heave, the monster forcibly moved its massive bulk out of the way, just in time to avoid the abyssal blade that would have bisected it.

Fixing its massive blue eye on Grey, a flash of blue light emanated from the bulbous orb. In the act of a follow-up slash at the monster, Grey suddenly froze in place. With a victorious screech, the Abyssmother speared two of its legs at my mentor, clearly intending to impale him on its spiked forelimbs.

However, before I could yell or do anything to help him, Grey unfroze. Milliseconds before the legs reached him, he threw up a sudden oval shield of blinding silver light. He managed to stop one of the legs entirely, but the other one deflected off of the surface of the shield and scored a bloody line across his ribs. Grey grimaced in pain, but with a shout of effort, the shield exploded in front of him, sending the Abyssmother reeling backward.

I blinked, cursing to myself. I didn’t have time to be watching Grey. I had my own fight to pay attention to here.

I needed to be careful, here. These monsters were stronger than me, but not by much. The weaker Shadeguard was only barely in level range for my Observe to have worked, which was encouraging. Meanwhile, the stronger one was only about a month older than that one. It couldn’t have been much more powerful than its younger sibling.

I could do this.

I jerked my head up just in time to watch as both of the Shadeguards fell down at me from directly overhead, side by side. My eyes bulged at the sight, and I brought my spear up in a guard position. There was no way I’d be able to get out of the way in time.

Both spiders impacted the haft of my spear, scrabbling at it with glowing blue fangs. I was surprised to find that they barely weighed anything at all. I was easily able to hold up both of the spiders at once. Hell, I didn’t even need Sylvan Vigor. I think I could have picked up both of these things with one hand.

However, I missed their actual plan while I was holding them at bay.

Both spiders pointed the ends of their abdomens at me and swiftly surrounded my body in silk. My eyes widened in alarm as my arms were trapped above me and my head was covered in a sticky spider silk. My mind raced as I thought of how to get out of this, while at the same time, I felt both spiders leap off of my spear. Meanwhile, I was frozen in place with my hands sticking straight up.

Bending all three thought rings to the task, I devised a plan in milliseconds before these damn spiders could sink their fangs into me. Swiftly, I activated Sylvan Vigor, while at the same time depressing the activation rune on my spear. Thankfully, my fingers weren’t bound in the silk. My spear retracted, returning to the form of a dagger with The Scintillant Blade active. I angled the blade downwards in my right hand and pressed the rune again, causing it to extend.

The entire maneuver happened in an instant.

The glowing blade of my spear tore through most of the silk binding me, allowing my arms to break free from the rest through strength alone. I skipped backward as I did so, feeling something shoot through the space I had just been standing in.

Reaching up to my face, I ripped the silk covering my head off it. Just in time to see the other spider leaping for my position. Rather than be afraid, I felt a smirk grow on my face. Yeah, I’d figured out your game, you crunchy fuck. You didn’t actually have that many moves.

I had you now.

I reached for my other active skill and cast it at the rapidly approaching spider.

Grasping Roots.

Red, thorny tree roots broke through the stone of the cavern floor and reached up to grasp the spider. They grabbed the visibly confused arthropod right out of the air, and slammed it into the floor where they tightened their hold on it. The spider only had seconds to scrabble uselessly at my skill before I descended on it.

Let's see you jump away from this, asshole.

I slammed into the Frostbrine Shadeguard spear first from my running charge. My brilliantly burning blade slid through the monster's carapace easily, pinning it to cavern floor in a spray of green blood. The spider was only able to let out a single pathetic screech, before falling forever silent and slumping onto the stone beneath.

One down.

I was only able to enjoy my victory for a moment.

The other Shadeguard slammed into me in a lunging tackle, knocking me away from the dead form of its sibling. As I flew, I was able to catch a brief glimpse of Grey igniting a familiar swirling ball of darkness, before hurling it into the air of the cavern. I managed to see a few bolts of starlight emerge from it and converge on the Abyssmother before I impacted one of the stalagmites.

My head bounced off of the rock, and my world went dark.

I can't quite tell how long I was out of it, but through a murky haze, I heard something in the distance. I couldn’t quite make it out, though. Slowly, the sound began to grow louder and louder until I could almost make the noise out.

It sounded like…barking?

Suddenly, as if a puppy was standing right on my shoulder, I could hear a crystal clear bark echo in my ear.

Fade?

My eyes snapped open in time to watch as the last Shadeguard leapt at my prone position, laying against the stalagmite that I had impacted. I only had moments before its icy fangs pierced me. But, I had left my spear in the corpse of the other Shadeguard.

Time slowed down.

In a haze, I reached behind me and drew my extra spear from its holster on the small of my back. As I maneuvered the blade in front of me, my core ring noted that I only had enough time to do one of two things. I could either extend the spear and hope the weight of the creature was enough that it could impale itself on my steel blade. Or I could activate The Scintillant Blade, and hope the burning dagger of my unextended spear would be enough to kill the monster, before it killed me with its fangs. I didn’t have enough time to do both.

I chose.

Time sped up as my spear extended, right as the Shadeguard reached my position. With a screech of denied prey, the monstrous sea spider impaled itself on my spear, sliding halfway down the half. It twitched several times, showering me with green blood from its death throes, before laying still.

Before I could even acknowledge my victory over the spiders, I was distracted by the sound of exploding stone behind me. Throwing the corpse of the Shadeguard off of my spear and standing up, I was just in time to see a shape erupt from the dust of the destroyed stalactites that had been blocking the entrance to this cavern only moments ago.

It was Venix, all four of his swords drawn and crossed in two separate Xs across his broad frame. His curved blades were each glowing with an ominous red light. However, I was only barely able to make out his form, as he was blurring across the cavern floor so fast that all I was really able to see was a chitinous smear.

As he bounded to the Abyssmother that was being hounded by Grey’s bolts of starlight, he threw his body into the air above the massive spider. At the apex of his jump, he impossibly hung in the air for a moment, visibly concentrating. The bloody light around his swords strengthened and extended beyond the length of the blades themselves, nearly appearing to be a set of four crackling wings.

With a shout of effort, Venix snapped his swords out in front of him. The crimson energy that had been building on his blades erupted in the form of two connected Xs, almost appearing to be a latticework. The attack rocketed downwards towards the Abyssmother. Harried as it was by Grey’s starbolts, it wasn’t able to avoid Venix’s attack.

It impacted the monstrous spider, cleaving three of its eight legs on its left side into multiple pieces and gauging the abdomen of the beast. As the Abyssmother slumped onto its left side, it let out a deafening shriek that rattled the cavern and hit me like a wall of force. I yelled in pain and clamped my hands over my ears.

As for Venix, the scream must have been forceful enough to knock him out of the sky. The Antium didn’t seem to mind, however.

Grey didn’t miss his chance. Igniting his sword once again and extending the blade with crackling black energy, he lunged at the Abyssmother. With an overhand chop, he swung his oversized spell blade down at the head of the monster and decapitated it in one move. At the same time, his blow removed the two front limbs of the now deceased Prime.

I drew in a shuddering breath.

It was over.

We’d killed the Prime that had been lurking in the heart of Caer Drarrow's cave system. However, as the rest of my companions rushed into the cavern with weapons drawn, I couldn’t help but wonder.

Where was the Prime we had actually come here for?

Where was the leader of the Neptaurian herd?

            

    
        Chapter 108 - Bound Door

    
    
    
    
                For a moment, I allowed myself to sag against my upright spear in relief. I can’t exactly say that I was expecting to be fighting giant spiders today. I don’t think I’d acquitted myself too badly, though. Hell, this was the first time I’d ever fought more than one monster at a time as well.

I was knocked out of my introspection by an enormous burst of wind blowing through the cavern. I raised my head just in time to see a veritable wall of Miasma rolling my way. Damnit, the Prime must have just gone off. I didn’t manage to cover my mouth or nose in time to avoid inhaling a burst of the noxious fumes.

My stomach roiled and I clutched my mouth, doubling over. Oh God. It was so much worse than usual. I just barely managed to avoid hurling all over the stone of the cavern beneath me. I was knocked out of my momentary misery by the feeling of someone patting me on the shoulder. Looking up, I found that it was Grey, gazing down at me with an amused look on his face.

My mentor was looking a bit roughed up, but not terribly injured. Which was a bit odd, as I remembered seeing the Abyssmother land a shot on him. Hell, I could even see a rent in the abdomen of his clothing. He only had unblemished skin showing through it, so maybe it had just been a graze?

Oh, whatever.

I accepted Grey’s hand up.

“Unfortunately, you’ll find that the intensity of the Miasma will increase the higher level a monster is,” Grey told me, not unsympathetically. “Still, that isn’t the only thing that increases in power. The reward is often worth the effort.” Grey held up his other hand to show me, clenched around something. He allowed his hand to open, allowing a brilliant white light to shine through. I squinted in the darkness of the cavern, trying to get a better look.

Nestled in Grey’s palm was a Monster Core, but not like any I’d ever seen before. This one wasn’t the spherical crystal with swirling rainbow mist inside it that I’d come to expect. No, this one, while still a sphere, had a pure white light swirling in its depths. It was larger as well. While most Cores I’d seen had ranged in size from that of a bead to maybe golf ball size, this one sat heavy in Grey’s palm. It was about the size of a baseball, I’d say.

I fingered my necklace thoughtfully. That was much bigger than the Core of the first monster I’d ever killed that was set inside. My tiny little Blade-Rack Hart stone looked like a dull chip of quartz in comparison.

“Still,” Grey said, closing his fist back over the Core and storing it in a pouch on his waist. “We’ve only accomplished one of our objectives in these caverns. We still need to find young Aurum.”

I startled. In the chaos of the battle, I’d completely forgotten about him for a moment. Honestly felt kind of bad about it. Just goes to show, that even with having multiple thought trains now, I wasn’t inhuman. I was still able to space out. “Right, right,” I said, a little chagrined. I turned around and started scanning the cavern visually. I saw that while Grey and I had been speaking, the rest of our party had already started an inspection of the walls.

I started to move and join them, before pausing. Now that I wasn’t quite as focused on the damn giant spiders that wanted to kill and suck us dry, I could pay more attention to the cavern itself. As I’d noticed before, it was filled with stalactites on the ceiling and stalagmites on the floor. Idly, I let my middle ring wonder how old this cavern could possibly be, to have so many of them. However, from the various lights that had been cast throughout the cavern, I could see that there were webbed bodies on the stone fixtures.

I guess that made sense. When the spiders were done with their victims, I suppose they had just webbed their now dry juice boxes onto one of them. I furrowed my brow, turning my head to look at Grey. “You don’t think,” I said slowly. “That he’s up there, do you?” I pointed above us to the roof of the cavern, where the lights from everyone’s skills didn’t quite manage to pierce.

Grey’s brow furrowed contemplatively at my question. Calling his silver light back to his hand from where it had been hovering near his shoulder, he raised it above his head. The light began to shine brighter, directed in a cone at the ceiling.

I grimaced at what the light revealed.

I guess the stone spires were only overflow for the victims of the now-deceased monsters. Because the ceiling of the cavern was covered in the corpses of desiccated victims.

The Abyssmother may not have been the Prime we’d come here for, but I was pretty glad we’d killed her anyway. If for no other reason she and her children couldn’t do this to anyone else.

Still, the light did its job. Among the webbing above us, I managed to make out a glint of gold. Almost directly above Grey and I was the webbed figure of Aurum with only his head visible. Grey’s silver light was reflecting off of the gold of his pleading eyes.

I blinked up at him, meeting them.

Grey’s light show must have drawn the attention of everyone else because they migrated over to our position. Venix was unphased by the sight of our healer attached to the ceiling, and just took out a cloth to begin cleaning his blades of spider guts. Meanwhile, Sylvia was unphased, but Azarus seemed a bit amused.

The dwarf cupped his hands around his mouth. “Ya alright up there, goldie!” He shouted up to the bound Sculpted. Aurum didn’t manage to make any sound with the web around his mouth, but he did wiggle in place. Azarus snorted in amusement at the sight. At my unimpressed stare, he held up his hands defensively. “What? It’s funny.”

“Oh, sure it is,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You want to join him, then?”

Azarus squinted at me. “Nah. Think I’ll pass.”

Grey gave us a dry look and then turned to consider Aurum’s bound figure for a moment. Eventually, he gestured in my direction for a moment with his left hand, causing my spear to jump in my hands. I let go of it with a yelp, as it floated away from me up to the ceiling at Grey’s apparent telekinetic instruction.

With the precision of a surgeon, Grey directed my spear to cut the bindings that held the wrapped Sculpted to the ceiling. When the last strand of spider silk was cut, Aurum's eyes visibly bulged in their metallic sockets as he plummeted to the cavern floor. Inches before he could impact the floor, Venix snapped one of his four arms out in a blur and caught him by the back of the cocoon he was wrapped in without even looking. Glancing up, the Antium man began to cut Aurum out of the wrapping with one of his free blades.

Meanwhile, Grey dismissed the telekinetic hold he had on my weapon, causing it to tumble through the air groundward. I yelped, scrambling to catch it before it could hit the hard stone. When I did, I retracted the shaft and cradled the now-shortened spear to my chest. I sent Grey a wounded look. There were some delicate mechanisms in this thing, you know.

Grey ignored me and approached Aurum, accepting the golden Sculpted’s staff from Sylvia as he did so. He handed the stave to Aurum, who took it with shaking hands now that he was free from the webbing. “Are you well, young Aurum?”

Aurum gave Grey a shaky smile. “I’m-” He tried to say, before spitting out a piece of webbing. He coughed, and then tried again. “I’m fine, Headmaster. They…weren’t able to do much to me. They tried to inject me with something, but, well, obviously it didn’t work.” He said, leaning his neck to the side. Visible on it were two puncture marks akin to something a vampire would leave, punched straight through his solid gold skin. Aurum sighed. “It’s going to be a nightmare getting that fixed up. Plus, I think I have dried venom on the inside now.”

I stood up, and gave him a contemplative look, tilting my head. You know, now that I thought about it…

I decided to give him the choice. “Hey,” I said, drawing Aurum’s attention. He looked at me curiously. “I can give it a shot. I might be able to fix that right here.”

Aurum was visibly startled at my offer. I don’t think I’d ever mentioned Aetherial Melding to him, or used it in his presence. But it wasn’t exactly any of his business. Still wasn’t, but I was willing to see if I could do a quick mend for him. It would probably be easier than actual surgery on another human with my Profession. “Um,” Aurum stuttered. “Sure?”

I approached Aurum under the interested gazes of my companions and laid a hand over the bite marks on his neck. I closed my eyes and concentrated. These days, I could pretty much slip into the trance needed for Melding instantly. Once I was in it, I examined the puncture holes with my Aetherial senses.

Yeah, I could do this. The metal of a Sculpted was infused with Aether in a way that was similar to how a person's flesh was. But because it wasn’t flesh, it seemed like it would be much easier to shape and mend. I’d need a bit of material, though.

Not a problem.

I slipped a hand into my pouch and pulled out a gold coin. Which, interestingly enough, wasn’t registering as pure gold. Maybe about only ninety percent gold. Good. My senses were telling me that not even Aurum was actually pure gold. Guy seemed like…maybe seventy-five percent gold, with a mixture of other metals that I couldn’t quite put a name to. You know, I’d been wondering about that with him. Gold was pretty soft, so it hadn’t made sense for him to be one hundred percent pure gold.

He, uh, did have some dried liquid on the inside of his outer metallic shell too. I guess that was the venom the dumbass spiders tried to inject him with. I melded it away.

Anyway, I astrallized the coin and used its material to patch the holes on his neck. When I was done, I opened my eyes to see that Aurum was looking at me in amazement. I coughed, embarrassed. “That part on your neck might be a bit weaker, so watch it. When we have more time, I can reinforce it with a better mix.”

Aurum jumped, as if woken from his own trance. “Oh, all right! Thank you!”

Grey cleared his throat, smiling at me. “Now that that’s over with, we can continue with our plan,” He turned to examine the far wall of the cavern before stopping. He pointed to the far corner that the Abyssmother had been crouching in, when it had collapsed the entrance of the cavern in a trap. “Over there should be the hidden entrance to the prison proper.” He started walking in that direction, with the rest of us following along behind.

Once we’d reached that corner, the light from everyone’s skills illuminated a giant mass of webbing.

And eggs.

Lots and lots of spider eggs, each about the size of a volleyball. I cringed at the sight of them, making a disgusted noise. Meanwhile, Grey clucked his tongue. “Well, that just won’t do.” He held up a free hand and pointed it at the web and eggs. His hand glowed, and from it poured a continuous stream of blazing orange fire. The webbing exploded into flame like they’d been doused in gasoline. So did the eggs.

At the touch of the fire, some of the eggs began to prematurely hatch. From them, juvenile sea spiders tried to crawl out, only to immediately perish in the flame.

“You know…” I said out loud, taking in the grisly scene. “I thought monsters didn’t reproduce like regular animals.”

I got an answer from an unexpected source. “Primes are an exception,” Venix said shortly, in a monotone voice. I turned in surprise, to see him watching the extermination and tapping the hilt of one of his sheathed blades. “They are more akin to regular beasts than the typical monster. It is one of the reasons they’re hunted. They can quickly grow colonies that can overwhelm the frontier.”

Huh. I guess that made sense.

Venix spoke again, repeating a ritual that I’d come to expect from him.

“In icy depths, slain,

Flame sears the Frostbrine night,

Darkness yields to light.”

I had to stifle a laugh at the absolutely baffled look that Aurum shot Venix at that. I guess he had missed the haiku that Venix had done, back on the road with the patrol.

Grey finished with his fire work, revealing a large stone door carved into the wall of the cavern. It was pretty roughly hewn, and I could only really tell that it was a door because it was rectangular. Otherwise, it had no other features on it. I sure as hell couldn’t tell how it was supposed to open.

Nevertheless, Grey seemed satisfied. He approached the apparent door, uncaring about the still flickering flames near it. He laid a palm against the edifice, and spoke a word. “Aglon.” He intoned.

Nothing happened.

I could see Grey furrow his brow. “Aglon!” He tried again, speaking louder.

Azarus and I exchanged a glance when nothing happened again.

Grey stepped back from the door, and turned to face us. He scratched his chin. “Well,” He said thoughtfully. “Damn. I think the Loyalists blocked this entrance.”

            

    
        Chapter 109 - Vanishing Stone

    
    
    
    
                “That…” I said slowly. “Sounds like a problem.”

Grey crossed his arms. “A mild one, I admit.”

“Are ye sayin’,” Bella said in a dangerous tone, clenching a hand on the pommel of her cutlass. “That I risked me crew comin’ to this damn island, and we can’t even get inside?”

Grey gave her an unconcerned gaze. “Oh, do calm down. As I said, it’s only a mild setback. From what I can tell, they’ve simply stripped the opening enchantment on the door. However, it’s still a mere slab of stone. Many among us are more than capable of simply smashing our way through.”

“Oh,” Bella said, relaxing. “Now that ye mention it, yer right. Hell, I could probably get through a rock like that if you gave me a bit o’ time.”

“Indeed,” Grey said wryly. “However, the bigger problem is what would happen if we simply broke down the door. The noise from such a thing would no doubt draw quite a bit of attention from the prison at large. At that point, we would be involved in a running battle throughout the complex as we attempted to locate everyone that we need to free from their unjust imprisonment.”

Azarus grunted, somehow thoughtfully. “What about if we just moved the door out the way? Don’t got to smash it then.”

“Again, no,” Grey said, shaking his head. “I constructed the door in such a way as to recess into the floor when it is activated. Part of that enchantment was a silencing effect, to mute the sound of stone grinding against stone, as this entrance was designed for a stealthy infiltration.”

Our group stood around in silence for a moment, before Sylvia broke. “Then we have no choice,” She said simply. “We must prepare for a far more combative entrance than was planned.” Her words caused a series of grim nods from members of our little circle.

Meanwhile, I was considering the problem from another angle. I tilted my head in thought, crossing my arms. I mean, it could work? Worth a shot, at least. “Maybe not,” I said out loud, drawing attention.

“Nathan?” Grey said curiously, raising an eyebrow.

“It’s just stone, right? At this point, the door is just a slab of rock with no enchantments or special properties?” I asked Grey.

Grey titled his head at me, puzzled. “Indeed? What are you-” He cut himself off, eyes widening. My mentor snapped his fingers in realization. “Of course! I often overlook that capability of yours.”

“To be fair,” I told him wryly. “I don’t think I’ve ever thought of doing something like this either.” At the curious looks from everyone else, I explained. “So, when I’m using my Profession, I can ‘astralize’ materials into component Aether, and then recombine that Aether into forms that I want. However, I don’t have to recombine it. I can just choose to let the Aether disperse into the environment.”

“Ohhhh,” Azarus said, realizing. “So you’re saying that you can just poof away the stone and we can get through that way?”

“Yeah, I think it’s worth a try,” I confirmed to him.

Bella gave me a doubtful look. “Are ye talkin’ about that weird stuff I saw ye doin’ to me deck? I…suppose I didn’t hear nothin’ while ye were doin’ it.”

“Right, yeah,” I nodded at her. “My melds are completely silent.”

“Well then, please,” Grey said to me, stepping out of the way and gesturing to the ‘door’. “As you say, it’s worth a shot.”

I stepped past him to the door and laid my right hand on the stone of the door under the curious gazes of my comrades. Concentrating, I fell into my trance and let myself start examining the stone. I hadn’t done a whole bunch with pure stone, to be honest. Most of my work had been with either metal, wood, or plants. I just didn’t typically have a bunch of use for a bunch of rocks. However, I had done a brief experiment with it, back in Addersfield.

Stone to my senses was stubborn. It didn’t like to move and be manipulated. It wasn’t like wood, which was all too eager to obey. It wasn’t like an herb, which might as well have been water from how easy it was to manipulate. It wasn’t like fire, which I sometimes had to fight for control of. It wasn’t even like metal, to be honest. With metal, the eagerness of the fire it was being introduced to coaxed the fire into shape.

No, stone was a stubborn bastard. It had existed for longer than human civilization, and it didn’t like bending to the will of some uppity whippersnapper.

I wasn’t anthropomorphizing inanimate materials at all. Shut up, middle ring.

However, bend it did.

Under my hand, a fist-sized portion of stone transitioned into a haze of glowing blue-green mist. It swirled for a moment in the new pocket in the door, before dispersing into the environmental Aether around us. I opened my eyes and looked at what I had done thoughtfully. Okay, the test seemed to be successful, but…

I turned back to the others. “I can do it, all right,” I said to them. “But there’s an issue.”

Grey stopped the congratulations that I could tell were on the tip of his tongue. He furrowed his brow. “And that is?”

“I’m going to be exhausted when I’m done with this,” I told him bluntly. “Like the days when I was first getting used to Melding. Just from that little bit of stone, I could feel a drain. Doing the whole door, I don’t think,” I said, stressing the word. “That I’m going to pass out afterward. But I can’t be sure. But what I do know is that I’m going to be useless in a fight, if one breaks out.”

Grey hummed thoughtfully, but it was Bella who answered me. “Do it anyway,” She told me, just as blunt as I had been. “Don’t mean no disrespect, mind, but yer the weakest one here. We get into a scrap, the rest of this lot can handle themselves.”

At her words, I cast a raised eyebrow over at Grey. He nodded at me in response. I shrugged and nodded. “All right then,” I said. “One demolition, coming up.” At that, I turned back around and laid my hand back on the stone door, closing my eyes and re-entering my trance.

All right, what was the best way to do this? I could slowly ‘poof’ away the stone like Azarus said, one fist-sized portion at a time. But that would likely take me an hour at the earliest. The door wasn’t incredibly thick, but it wasn’t as thin as a regular door either. No, we were in a hurry to get started. That wasn’t the best way to go about this.

Instead, I think I was going to try and astralize the entire door at once. That would be far, far quicker. I’d need to get a mental grasp of the entire thing at once to do that, though. Once I did, I think I would be able to just destroy the entire thing in one go. It would be a bit tedious, though. I’d never stretched my Aetherial sense over such a large structure at once. I allowed myself to sigh, mentally, and then got to work.

Sure enough, it took me about ten minutes of mentally stretching a figurative hand around the entire door. I was lucky that the incredibly slight seam outlining the edges of it allowed my sense to penetrate through to the other side. Once I was done, I took a deep breath and braced myself. I was sure this was going to suck.

I was right.

When I pulled the mental trigger to atralize the entire slab of stone, I blacked out from the strain. I didn’t even get the chance to open my eyes to see if it had worked. Instead, I could feel myself falling backward.

Luckily, I think I regained consciousness moments later. I regretted it, though. God, I hadn’t missed this sensation of having fully drained my stamina. It had been months since I’d pushed a Meld this hard. I sure hadn’t missed this kind of brain-melting headache. Luckily, I had a handy new skill to deal with it. I used my middle ring to dull the sensation of the headache and slightly disconnect myself from it. Odd sensation, that. I could tell that the headache was still there, but I couldn’t feel it anymore.

I think someone had caught me as I was falling, as I could feel myself lying in someone’s arms. Cracking opening an eye, I could see the concerned face of Sylvia looking down at me. I felt my face redden.

Of all people, why did it have to be her? I think my head was even resting in her lap, for God’s sake.

“Are you well, Nathan?” Sylvia asked me in a concerned tone, unaware of my embarrassment. She helped me to stand up, holding me steady when I wobbled.

“I think so,” I said in a rough voice. “Just…a little tired. Did it work?” I was pretty sure it had worked.

Sylvia smiled slightly, before nodding behind me. “See for yourself.”

I turned around to see a yawning portal where the previous stone slab had stood. I don’t know if either Grey or I had done it when he had initially made the entrance, but the edges of the entryway were far smoother than I would have expected. It looked like a perfect arch, with the other side of it being too dark to see anything on the other side.

However, there was nobody else around. Sylvia and I were alone on this side of the door.

My Sculpted friend answered me before I could even ask the question. “The others went on ahead while I tended to you. Father said we could catch up once you awakened.”

I furrowed my brow. “How long was I out?”

“Not long,” Sylvia told me, unconcerned. “Perhaps a quarter of an hour?”

So much for thinking I'd only been out for a few seconds.

I felt my adrenaline spike. Not long? Who knew what could have happened in just fifteen minutes? Sylvia, I understand having faith in Grey, but this was a bit much. He wasn’t omnipotent.

I straightened up, making sure that my dagger was secure in its sheathe. “We’d better catch up then.” With Sylvia in tow, I approached the entrance into the prison. Stepping through it, I once again lamented my lack of a light Skill. It was pitch black wherever this secret entranceway exited into.

Luckily, Sylvia seemed to have something. A flickering yellow light sprang into being to my right, causing me to shield my eyes momentarily. When they had adjusted, I saw that Sylvia had lit the flammable end of a small handheld torch.

Ah…

That made sense. You know, having an actual physical light source instead of relying on other people’s skills…

Man, Vereden had really warped my perspective on things, and I hadn’t even been here a year yet.

I shook off my chagrin and examined where we had exited into. Looked like a storage room of some kind, to me. We were surrounded by barrels, crates, and sacks in a large underground room hewn from the same stone I had noticed comprised the prison earlier. On the far side of the room was a large set of wooden stairs that led upward. I guess we were inside the prison proper, now.

There was nobody down here, though. I suppose the others had already moved on.

That presented a problem.

I leaned in closer to Sylvia. “Do you…know anything about the floor plan of Caer Drarrow?”

Sylvia paused in her inspection of the room. “Ah,” She said slowly. “No.”

Shit.

How were we supposed to catch up to everyone else, if we had no idea where they had went?

            

    
        Chapter 110 - Infiltration

    
    
    
    
                They couldn’t have gone far.

The plan was for the group to be traveling as stealthily as they possibly could through the prison. Along the way, they would be gradually gathering what inmates they needed to free. In fact, there had been discussion on the way here that we should be freeing as many of the inmates as we possibly could, in order to assist during the escape.

Grey had been reluctant on this possibility. He had argued that the prison had initially been constructed for a very good reason and that many of the actual inmates deserved their sentences in these walls. He was a staunch believer that we should be careful in freeing those who had been captured by the Loyalist cause. Among those were the children of noble houses that had been backing the Uprising, and the leader of the Sculpted, Woodrick. Also, someone important to Grey and Sylvia named Lady Honoka.

I’d had a rebuttal, to Grey’s surprise.

I had argued that we had no idea how many other people that the Loyalists had unjustly imprisoned in Caer Drarrow. That, while there were likely plenty of people who deserved their fate in the prison, we couldn’t know just how many of them had been actually sentenced to this place and not just thrown in here because they were being inconvenient. Grey had reluctantly acknowledged my point, but had said he reserved final judgment while inside the prison as to who we freed.

The plan had never been for those we freed to come back the way we came. Once we had stealthily freed everyone we needed to, we would marshal our strength and then make a break for the Thorny Reef, which was supposed to be waiting for us outside. Of course, the plan had been changed slightly to include a bit of naval sabotage. At that point, it would become a bit of a running battle as we broke through the garrisoned forces on the island. I hoped it went that smoothly, at least.

All that to say, if they had already started freeing prisoners, then they couldn’t be moving too quickly.

Sylvia and I needed to move fast. Luckily, both of us had stealth classes.

I told her this, to her acknowledging nod. I activated Thorn Cloak, hopefully blending in better in the darkness of the prison. Meanwhile, Sylvia activated some kind of illusionary skill, almost completely fading from view. However, I was high enough level now that I was able to see the very faintest outline of her form next to me before she snuffed her small handheld torch and allowed us to be covered in darkness once again.

I wasn’t jealous of her superior stealth skill at all.

The two of us crept up the wooden staircase that led out of this cellar, being careful with our footsteps along the way. The stairs led to an exit with an accompanying door. Sylvia and I took careful positions on either side of the doorway. Slowly, carefully, I peeked an eye around the edge to see if the coast was clear.

Nothing. The other side of the exit led to a short, darkened hallway with no other doors. The only light that penetrated the small hall was a tiny slit in the anterior wall of it, that allowed sunlight to pierce the gloom. At the end of the hallway, I could see a thick wooden door blocking it off.

I gave the indistinct form of Sylvia across from me a nod. I think she nodded back. Either way, the two of us stepped out into the hallway and crept down it, still being mindful of our footsteps. Once we reached the door, this time it was Sylvia that elected to peak through. I saw a near-invisible feminine hand reach out and lightly depress the bar of the door handle. She pivoted and swept her gaze back and forth through the gap in the door, even briefly sticking her head through it for a quick glance around. When she was done, she pulled her head back into the hallway to nod at me and slipped through the door. However, before she did, she made a puzzling gesture.

She pointed up.

I followed after her, figuring that I would understand what she meant by that in a second. Once I was through the door, I saw that we had exited out into what must be a main walkway for the prison. It was a much larger and wider hall than the one that we had just come from, with burning torches set in sconces every few feet.

This was also where I was able to see some of Caer Drarrow’s cells for the first time. In a word, I’d call them dreary. In between the various torches were large wooden doors with two slots on them, a square one at head height, and a rectangular one near the floor. Inside the cells, there wasn’t much more than a pair of rusty chains attached to the far wall, a wooden bucket, and a small ratty cot in the corner. At the very least, though, there was a small barred window on the far wall, above the chains.

I felt a chill run down my spine at the sight of these cells. They almost seemed familiar to me.

They reminded me deeply of the cell I had broken Bleddyn out of back in Addersfield. I did my best to shake it off.

However, how was I able to see into the cells, if they were blocked by large wooden doors?

Because all of the cells near us were opened, and empty.

I guess our party had already made a decision on the inmates in this area of the prison. Speaking of, I looked up like Sylvia told me to.

Above me were a myriad of wooden rafters, seemingly built as a way to strengthen the upper walls. I was just barely able to see the cloaked form of Sylvia peering down at me, crouching on one of those beams. I felt a smile creep across my face. I got it.

I cast Thorn Grapple at one of the rafters, directing it to wrap around it. Then I retracted the vine-like whip and shot into the air to land on the beam next to Sylvia. Exchanging nods, we started carefully maneuvering our way across the rafters above the prison cells.

As we moved further up the hallway, following the trail of empty cells, we started to see bodies lying on the floor. These bodies seemed to be of guards of some kind, dressed similarly to the Loyalist soldiers that I had encountered in the past. I noticed that all of them were missing any possible form of weaponry.

To my eye, it looked like they had been ambushed. Most of them looked shocked in some way, or as if they had been killed where they had been standing in an instant. I grimaced at the pool of blood that one was leaving on the black stone floor of the prison. This was likely the handiwork of our party. It seemed like they weren’t making an attempt at being subtle. I guess I understood, but I was a little uncomfortable at the slaughter.

I accepted the fact that the faction I’d aligned myself with was at war with these people, and that these were enemy soldiers protecting a facility holding children hostage.

But…

I shook it off. Some of these kills looked fresher, implying to me that we were getting closer to Grey and the rest. Sylvia must have come to the same conclusion, as we picked up the pace.

A glint of light off of gold ahead caught my eye. I squinted, trying to get a better look. After a moment, I let out an inaudible sigh of relief. Yeah, that was definitely Aurum up ahead. Now that I had moved closer, I could see a large group of people that he was hanging back from, clutching his staff. Grey must have decided to go whole hog on freeing prisoners, as that had to be a group of at least twenty people incongruously trying to creep down the hallway. The group was large enough that I couldn’t even see anyone else I knew in it. Oddly, it was working. For some reason, the entire group was moving in perfect silence.

I stopped suddenly, seeing something else. The group had decided to go down a hallway that led farther into the prison complex, instead of continuing on along the outer edges of it like they had been. However, I spotted something along the path that they had moved off of.

Another one of those guards, skulking along in the shadows. At first, I just thought he was trailing them. That would be bad enough, but no.

He was creeping up on Aurum in particular, as the Sculpted was trailing the group.

The guard had a dagger drawn.

Damnit Aurum, how do you keep getting into these situations?

My blood pressure spiked, and I started sprinting across the rafters as fast and as quietly as I dared. I was vaguely aware of Sylvia trailing me, but I was too focused on the guard to pay her much mind. I was going to have to take this guard out, but how to do it quietly? I didn’t know whatever method the main group was using to stay silent would work this far back. If I just dropped down on the guard and knifed him, he might still be able to let out a cry for help in time before he died. Not only that, but I was still feeling a little weak from my exertions astralizing the door earlier. I wasn’t sure if I could take this guard in a straight fight if I botched the kill. As I arrived directly above the guard in the rafters, I grimaced. I’d had an idea, but it was distasteful, to say the least. But I didn’t have time to agonize over it.

Silently, I recast Thorn Grapple. But this time, I didn’t send it out anywhere. See, when I’d experimented with the skill in the past, I’d discovered that I had more control over this skill than I’d thought. But it made sense. How else could I direct it to wrap around specific branches, then if I could control its movements completely with my mind?

The head of the grapple materialized in my open hand, clicking together once like the jaws of a hungry beast. Slowly, the grapple extended downwards silently, sinuously snaking its way on a thorny vine above the guard.

At my direction, the grapple exploded forward to wrap around the throat of the guard. Once it did so, the head bit down on the length of vine behind itself. At the same time, I stepped backward off of the rafter I was standing on.

The guard was suddenly jerked into the air from my impromptu noose. Meanwhile, I let out enough slack from the vine that I landed soundlessly on the floor beneath me. I grabbed hold of the vine created from my skill and held onto it, as the guard spasmed and grasped at the thorny vine curled around his throat. But it was useless.

I held the guard there, suspended in the air as if he was a criminal sentenced to hang at the gallows, as he slowly choked to death.

The guard dropped the dagger he had been stalking Aurum with, causing a slight clattered sound in the hallway. I grimaced, but continued my grisly work. However, that must have been enough to alert Aurum. He warily glanced over his shoulder. When he did so, his eyes veritably bulged in their sockets at the scene that I was presenting, causing him to let out a choking noise of horror. That alerted some stragglers from the main group, as several people that I didn’t know looked behind themselves. They stopped in shock as well, eventually alerting the entire group to my impromptu execution.

The struggles of the hanging guard slowly weakened, under the astonished gaze of the inmates that my companions had freed. I was somewhat aware of Sylvia dropping down next to me, but I wasn’t paying attention to her.

No, I was locking eyes with Grey.

My mentor had emerged from the crowd of people to see what was going on, only to stop in his tracks at the sight of me hanging a man. He tilted his head slightly, giving me a look as if he had never noticed me before. It wasn’t a bad, or even condemning look though.

More…contemplative.

At Grey’s side was a massive, hirsute man with long, dirty brown hair and hazel eyes. When that man saw what I was doing, he started laughing. “Now,” He said in a rough, amused voice. “That’s more like it.”

The guard captured by my skill stopped twitching.

            

    
        Chapter 111 - Storming the Gates

    
    
    
    
                When I saw that the guard I’d hung had…passed, I lowered him to the floor by letting out a little bit more vine. Once he was resting soundlessly on the floor, I dismissed the vine in my hands, letting the entire skill diffuse into formless, invisible Aether.

I let out a shuddering breath once my grisly work was done. When I did so, a wave of exhaustion rolled over me. I nearly buckled standing upright, but caught myself at the last moment. I’d pushed too hard and fast after the strain of dispersing the door. Using multiple skills in a row had been a bad idea, but…

I tried to give Aurum a weak smile. My heart sank though when he just gave me a nervous look in return. The golden Sculpted retreated into the crowd of freed inmates as if he was trying to hide from me.

I…see. The guy had seen me do some pretty…questionable things by this point. I shouldn’t be surprised if he was wary of me now. I tried not to let it bother me, but I wasn’t sure I was succeeding.

Soundlessly, Sylvia faded into view on my right. She had put up her hood so I couldn’t see her face but said hood was pointed in my direction. I didn’t look at her. Instead, I was looking forward at Grey and the unknown man, who were approaching me.

When they reached me, the straggly inmate clapped me on the shoulder. “You with this lot, eh?” He said, jerking a finger at Grey. “Didn’t know they had anyone so hard with ‘em. Names McGill.” The man thrust a hand in my direction. Warily, I reached out to grip his forearm, as I’d grown accustomed to in Vereden. They didn’t shake hands here. When I did so, he man gripped mine in return powerfully. I didn’t flinch, just meeting his eyes. McGill gave me a toothy smile. “Clan Shadesey.”

Clan? From what I understood, that implied he was from the Hill Tribes. Like Bleddyn.

I gave him a slow nod. “Nate,” I said shortly.

“Nice to meet ya, Hangman,” McGill told me, smirking. I let go of his forearm, trying not to let on how much that word bothered me. My Acting skill had to be good for something, I suppose, as the man looked briefly disappointed that he didn’t get a rise out of me.

I put his new nickname out of my mind, compartmentalizing it further down the rings. Instead, I flicked my eyes in Grey’s direction. He met them, and nodded slightly at me. My mentor then deliberately turned to stare at McGill himself. The man got the hint, and wandered off to join the rest of the inmates, where they started asking him whispered questions and sending me slightly fearful looks. I didn’t blame them. I still had Thorn Cloak active, and the skill did lend me an intimidating air.

I leaned in closer to Grey. “That’s who you decided to free?”

Grey let out a short, frustrated huff of air. “Isabella insisted. Apparently, she recognized the man as a fellow pirate of Marrowmist. Normally, I wouldn’t expect her to care about such things, but according to her, she owed him a favor. Freeing him and his crew from imprisonment counts, in her words. Said crew are the rest of the rabble. She argued that they could either help operate the Reef or commandeer one of the other ships.”

“…the ones that are being sabotaged right now?” I asked him in an incredulous, whispered tone.

“…I don’t pretend to understand the mind of women,” Grey whispered back. “Either way, I didn’t care to argue much. We must move quickly now. Are you well enough to fight?”

I immediately shook my head. “No, even that little bit nearly made me black out again. I have no idea what would happen if I tried to call up something like The Scintillant Blade.”

Grey nodded shortly at that. “Then return to your reconnaissance above. One of the other inmates informed us that all the politically important prisoners are being kept in the central tower, under heavy guard. Keep watch with Sylvia. Speaking of,” He waved his daughter closer, from where she was pretending not to be eavesdropping.

She did so, apparently already guessing what he was going to ask. Before I could say a word in protest, Sylvia picked me up in a bridal carry, reminiscent of how she used to back in Addersfield. I ruthlessly suppressed my embarrassment when several of the inmates chuckled derisively. My Sculpted friend didn’t care and simply jumped straight upwards to land on the wooden beams above us. Once there, she let me down, where I could find my bearings once again.

Below us, Grey visibly concentrated before making a gesture. At it, a bubble of silence descended on the entire group, cutting off the low conversation I heard coming from the inmates. My mentor then turned around and pushed his way through the group to lead them once again. At his silent gesture, the group got underway again.

I let out a breath and followed them from above with Sylvia.

……………………………………..

I wasn’t able to help the group much from above, as they made their way further into the prison complex. The guards that I had seen, and the one that I had killed, were far from the only ones that they would encounter.

Overall, I think they would…dispose of a dozen different guardsmen as we made our way to the central tower. Sylvia had chosen to leave me behind to scout ahead of the group and alert them to threats in front. Meanwhile, I was left behind in order to guard and watch the rear of the group. Thankfully, I didn’t need to do much, as there weren’t any other guards who had the bright idea to try and ambush a trailing member of the group. Not that there were any, now. Aurum was safely ensconced within the group of inmates, being eyed by them speculatively. The closest person I knew that was in the back was Azarus, who was bringing up the rear guard on the ground.

Speaking of, my dwarven friend ‘surreptitiously’ turned around and looked up at the rafters. I don’t think he knew exactly where I was, but he still winked up in my general direction. I winced slightly. Azarus, you’re not meant to be pointing out the position of a scout like that…

Not that I thought there was anyone actually watching, but it was the principle of the thing.

Seriously man, you need to pick up some basic stealth skills.

Before the group could progress any further and turn a corner ahead, I saw Sylvia drop down in front of the group. They stopped, and father and daughter started a conversation, completely muffled by whatever silence spell Grey was using. After a moment, Sylvia jumped back up into the rafters, while Grey turned to address the group. Meanwhile, I could see the slight outline of Sylvia moving rapidly in my direction.

When Sylvia reached me, I shuffled in closer. “There is a large guard checkpoint ahead,” She whispered. “From what I can tell, this is the only entrance into the tower and there are perhaps fifteen guards stationed there around the large grate that leads inside. We have no choice but to assault the station. There’s no chance we’d be able to sneak past them.”

I nodded at Sylvia seriously. “All right. What’s the plan?”

“The plan,” Sylvia said pointedly. “Is for Father to extend his silence spell to cover the guard station, and the rest of us will charge them. Meanwhile, you are to continue to watch the rear. Unless you’ve recovered enough?”

Briefly calling up my Status and checking my Stamina, I grimaced and shook my head. “No, I’m still tapped out,” I told her. “I’ll keep watch up here.”

With an acknowledging nod, Sylvia slipped away to join the group that was going to assault the checkpoint. I stayed where I was and watched as Grey, my companions, and the freed inmates prepared for the fight. The inmates seemed almost eager, readying the weapons that they’d stolen from the corpses of various guards.

With a look of intense concentration on his aged features that I could see from where I was crouching, Grey stepped out around the corner in front of him. Immediately, he threw a hand forward, supposedly casting another silencing spell. He then drew Stellarum from its sheathed position on his waist and charged forward beyond my sight.

The group of inmates took that as their cue, seemed to let out a silent cheer of bloodlust, and charged around the corner themselves. My companions followed as well, just not as savagely.

Meanwhile, I crept up in order to better keep an eye on things. As I did so, I caught sight of the battle that was happening on this apparent guard outpost.

It was an almost eerie massacre. The entire battle was being conducted in complete silence, with none of the usual sounds of violence evident in the air. Grey’s spell had succeeded in quieting the entire corridor in which the fight was taking place. I couldn’t get over just how odd it was to watch a fight take place without the sound of steel on steel, or cries from combatants.

Sylvia had been right about the number of guards that had been manning the station. From the amount that was still fighting combined with those already slain, I counted exactly fifteen guards. However, they were outnumbered by inmates alone, much less my companions. I grimaced at the wild swipes that the guards were being bombarded by, with swords stolen from their compatriots. They didn’t have a chance against the inmates who were hungry for revenge against their jailers, much less my friends who were stronger in general.

However, I wasn’t watching the battle very closely.

Instead, I was the rear guard. And good thing too, because I could see a pair of guards on patrol that were approaching the corridor. They hadn’t quite reached the hallway where the battle was happening, but they looked like they were returning to it in my eyes.

I scowled. I still hadn’t recovered enough to do something about them. I’d likely get slaughtered in a straight fight, and I couldn’t replicate what I had done earlier. I just didn’t have it in me to cast another skill right now and be combat-effective. I was going to need to get some of the fighters behind me to deal with them. However, with the silencing effect in place, I couldn’t warn them verbally. Looking around for a moment for an idea, I eventually just took out my collapsible spear and carved off a few pieces of wood from the beam I was crouching on.

Turning around, I looked for someone that I could bean with these wood chunks to catch their attention. I grimaced when I saw that the closest person that I could see was that pirate from earlier, McGill. He was busy slitting the throat of some poor guard with a pilfered dagger.

Fuck it. Beggars can’t be choosers.

I took aim and tossed the chunk of wood at his head. Thankfully, I hit the mark. The pirate spun in place, scanning wildly for what had hit him. I dropped Thorn Cloak and waved at him. McGill caught sight of me with a confused look on his rough features. I pointed behind me urgently with one hand and held up two fingers with the other.

He got the point.

With a vicious smirk, the pirate caught the attention of two other inmates who were standing around, presumably part of his crew. He made a gesture to follow him and then raced to the end of the corridor. As he passed me, I made a gesture to the right so he would know which direction they were coming from. He adjusted, and then he and his two fellow inmates flattened themselves against the right wall.

They didn’t have to wait long.

The two patrolling guards rounded the corner and didn’t have time to do more than widen their eyes before the inmates jumped them. I looked away, rather than watch as they were knifed to death by a trio of escaped pirates.

Instead, I turned around to see if the battle was over yet.

Seemed like it was.

Grey and the rest of the group were just…cleaning up any stragglers that had survived. Seeing that the coast was clear, I jumped down from the rafters into a pool of blood. I couldn’t just stay up there when we went into the tower, as they stopped at the large gate. I nearly slipped in the blood before catching myself. I still jumped, though, when I felt a hand slap me on the back.

“Nice work, eh, Hangman?” I heard McGill say, as he and his cronies stepped past me.

I sighed. Yeah…sure.

I copied the man and started to approach the group that was gathering at the now-empty guard station.

It looked like it was finally time to rescue the people we had actually come for.

            

    
        Chapter 112 - The Tower

    
    
    
    
                I elbowed my way through the crowd of inmates that had gathered in front of the gate to the central tower. I reached the front just in time to watch as Sylvia knelt in front of the heavy padlock on it and take out her lockpicking kit.

Odd.

Venix was the first to notice my approach and acknowledged me with a nod. I returned it, as I sidled up to Grey who was watching his daughter work with crossed arms. He nodded at me as well.

“Is that really necessary?” I asked him, gesturing to Sylvia. “Wouldn’t one of the guards have a key on them?”

Grey tsked. “You would think so, wouldn’t you? However, we searched the bodies and were unable to find one. I believe that these guards were not meant to enter the tower at all. Rather, they were meant to prevent groups such as ours. Perhaps they were even supposed to prevent potential escapes, as well. There must be an officer somewhere else in the prison that has the actual key. Perhaps the Warden?”

I gave Grey a side-eye. “Wouldn’t you know? I thought you built this place.”

“Hah,” Grey fake laughed. “I designed Caer Drarrow, and was involved in some of its construction, as evidenced by my backdoor. However, I’ve never been involved in the actual running of the place, which fell to the Kingdom to manage. I have no idea about their actual operating procedures, nor have I ever. After all, it’s been centuries since it was constructed. There’s no way of knowing how the staff have developed over the years.”

I nodded quietly to show I understood. “Then…do you know who the Warden is?”

Grey grew quiet for a moment. Eventually, he spoke again. “I do not, nor does anyone. The position is a secretive one on purpose. Nobody knows who the Warden of Caer Drarrow is at any one time in order to protect whatever family they have on the mainland. However, to those in the know, there is a very short list of individuals that it could be. The position is only granted to those that are sufficiently powerful, and loyal, enough to control both the inmates and guard forces.”

“You have a suspicion,” I said, narrowing my eyes slightly at Grey.

Grey winced but nodded. “Yes, I do. Said suspicion only manifested when our theory that the Loyalists are controlling monsters arose. There is…an individual that I dearly hope is not the current Warden who has some capabilities in that direction.”

“Who?”

Grey shook his head in immediate denial and leaned in closer. “I do not wish to cast aspersions, nor do I want to give rise to a sense of despair among the others,” He whispered to me. “Suffice to say, if my suspicions are correct, then we need to be quick. We must make all possible haste and precaution to avoid their notice.”

I felt dread begin to pool in my stomach before I cut it off with my middle ring. I needed to stay sharp. “You…could take them though, right?”

“Possibly,” Grey said in a low, unsure tone. “However, I have no wish to do so, especially in my still weakened state. Regardless,” He said, raising his voice and straightening up. “Sylvia appears to be finished with the gate. We should proceed.”

I turned to look, to see that Grey was right. Sylvia had finished picking the lock on the door to the tower and had removed it from the door. However, she refrained from opening it just yet, instead turning to glance at her Father.

Grey nodded sharply at her regard and turned himself to address the bloodthirsty crowd of inmates. “You will be staying here, in order to guard the entrance.” He commanded, to their visible disappointment. “The corridors of the tower are much narrower than those in the rest of the prison. There simply isn’t enough room inside for so many. Instead, I will be venturing inside with my team. However,” He narrowed his eyes at the crowd. “Mr. McGill, step forward.”

McGill did as Grey commanded, striding out of the crowd as if he didn’t have a care in the world. He opened his arms wide when he did so. “What can I do for ye, Headmaster?” He asked, only slightly mockingly.

Grey was unphased. “You will be accompanying us inside,” He said simply, in an unyielding tone. He wasn’t asking.

Grey was demanding.

McGill snorted, unintimidated. “Oh, aye? Are ye afeared I’ll scamper off the second your back is turned?”

To be honest…

Bella snorted herself, stepping up to stand next to Grey. “I know ye would, ye scoundrel. Ye’d run with yer tail between yer legs at the first sign of trouble.”

McGill smiled disarmingly at Bella, placing his right hand over his heart dramatically. “Bella, ye wound me. Ye really do.”

“Now, if you please,” Grey said impatiently, interrupting the byplay. “We must hurry.”

McGill held up his hands in defeat, stepping up to stand next to the rest of us. He stopped next to me, giving me a crooked grin. I didn’t react, instead drawing my dagger and holding it loosely. I wanted to be prepared.

At Grey’s gesture, Sylvia opened the door to the tower. Inside I could see…

Nothing.

It was dark in there as if the bottom floor of the tower had no light sources. Grey stepped forward, calling forth a familiar silver orb of light. Said light revealed that the bottom floor of the tower was deserted. There wasn’t anything in there but a large stone staircase leading upwards on the far wall. No crates, no supplies, nothing.

There certainly weren’t any guards in here. Weird. Maybe they just didn’t need them, with how isolated the tower was?

Grey crept into the tower, wary, with the rest of our party following closely behind him. Well, us plus the untrustworthy McGill.

The gate to the tower slammed shut behind us.

……………………………………..

Grey led us over to the stairs and upward. As we ascended them, there continued to be no visible light sources. After a few moments of climbing, we came to a landing. It looked to me that we had reached the first floor of the tower where they were keeping prisoners.

The hall that we exited into was much smaller and shorter than the large corridors in the rest of the prison. If I had to guess, this part of the prison was meant to have a much denser population of prisoners.

Because there sure a hell were a ton more in here.

Unlike the first floor, this floor was actually lighted. Instead of having torches or something, there were these lamps that seemed to have faintly glowing stones of some sort inside. In the dim yellow light that they cast, I could see the cells. Rather than the wooden doors that I had seen earlier, these cells were blocked off by almost stereotypical iron bars with minimal gaps in between them. The cells themselves were smaller even than the tiny rooms from the rest of the prison.

These cells were packed with children.

There seemed to be two of them per cell, and they were filthy. Covered in dirt, sweat, and a blood-pressure spiking amount of refuse, they were silent and fearful. I could see the wariness in their eyes, reflected from the low light. To me, the children appeared to range in age from around seven all the way up to around Walter’s age. They were also distressingly thin, and dressed in tattered rags.

On this floor alone, I could see eight cells. Four on either side.

Sixteen possible mistreated children on this floor alone…

Whatever sympathy I might have had for the prison guards we’d killed so far evaporated into thin air. Not even the slave masters back in Addersfield had treated the younger slaves this badly. For God’s sake, they at least let them bathe. I don’t know how long these kids had been locked up in these cages, but I’m not sure that had ever stepped foot outside of them since their capture.

For the first time since I’d acquired Ringed Mind, all three levels of my consciousness were drowned in rage.

After a moment, I forcibly tamped down on my emotions with my middle ring. I stepped off of the landing and into the hallway of the first floor slowly, halting when my movement caused the children near me to flinch. When I didn’t see anyone else step forward with me, I turned around.

It looked like everyone else was, in a word, dissatisfied. Even the pirates looked uncomfortable with the evil on display.

With a deep breath to settle the blatant fury I could see on his aged features, Grey stepped up next to me. Before we could go any further, we were interrupted by a surprisingly mature voice echoing out of the cell directly to our right.

“Headmaster Greycton?” I heard in a raspy tone. Stepping out of the darkness of the cell corner where I couldn’t see, a much older man appeared. With a hushed gesture to the fearful child he was sharing a cell with, he approached the light. This man seemed to be in his sixties or seventies perhaps, with long steel grey hair hanging freely over his brown eyes. He had a hopeful expression on his wrinkled features. “Could that possibly be you?”

Grey turned to stare at the old man for a moment. I saw his brow wrinkle for a moment before realization stole across it. “Lord Everfield?” He breathed.

‘Lord Everfield’ gave Grey a weak smile. “Richard, please. I find it hard,” He stopped, succumbing to a coughing fit before speaking again. “Hard to think of myself as a noble in these conditions.”

“I…wasn’t aware that you had been captured as well, Richard,” Grey said in a confused tone, stepping towards the cell. “I thought it had just been the…children.”

“Well,” Richard sighed tiredly. “You were mistaken. Some of us managed to catch the scoundrels in the act when they came for the children and protested most vigorously. We were taken as well, as punishment I suppose. I believe there is at least one adult on each floor. Still,” He took the time to smile wearily down at the frightened child clinging to his raggedy pants. “At the very least, I can provide some measure of comfort to these poor little ones.” He looked back up at Grey. “Headmaster, have you come to…” He trailed off, choking before he could even say the word.

“I have. We have,” Grey reached through the cell to lay a comforting hand on Richard’s shoulder. “I and my compatriots have come to rescue all here.”

Richard shuddered, and I could see tears begin to stream down the crevices on his face. “Thank you, Headmaster. Thank you….I…” He sobbed, unable to keep speaking.

Grey let out a heavy breath before continuing. “Richard, I’m sorry, but I have to know. Do you know if two specific prisoners are being kept in this tower?” When Richard managed to calm down enough to look Grey in the eye again, Grey smiled at him. “A Sculpted named Woodrick, and Deputy Headmistress Honoka?”

Richard’s mouth opened slightly in shock. “Lady Honoka was captured as well? I-I’m sorry, Headmaster, I don’t know. We haven’t been allowed out of these cells since our capture.”

“I see,” Grey said heavily.

“B-But!” Richard continued hurriedly. “I have heard the guards say that there are only two prisoners on the top floor. I’ve even heard one of them refer to a prisoner up there as the, well,” He covered the child’s ears. “The ‘Bitch’.”

Grey’s eyes lit up, and he huffed out a short laugh. “Yes, that sounds like her,” His smile faded, and he spoke more seriously. “Are there any guards in this tower, Richard?”

I almost hoped there were. And I don’t think I was the only one, judging by the eager tensing I could see happening among my companions.

Sadly, Richard shook his head. “No, they don’t bother with posting anyone in here. The guards only visit us in order to deliver food and water once a day.”

“Good, good,” Grey murmured. “In that case, we can split up.” With one last comforting smile to Richard and the child in the cell, Grey turned back to us with an intense look. “Azarus and McGill!” He barked, causing the dwarf and the pirated to straighten up almost involuntarily. “You two stay on this floor, and work to free the children here. The rest of us will ascend the tower and continue to free the others. Azarus, keep an eye on him.”

Azarus snorted, casting an unimpressed look at the pirate standing to his left. “Ain’t got to tell me twice.”

McGill held his hands up with a wounded look on his roguish features. It faltered though, when he looked out across the imprisoned children.

I guess even a murderous pirate had qualms about treating children like this.

As for the rest of us, we followed Grey as he began walking to the staircase that lay on the far side of the hall.

Behind us, I heard Azarus start to bust locks with his warhammer.

We ascended.

            

    
        Chapter 113 - Darkness and Deception

    
    
    
    
                The next few floors were very similar to the second one. Each of them was constructed in a similar manner, with eight cells in total. On the third floor, we found that there were actually two adults mixed in with the children instead of just one like the second. However, one of them was in a bad shape.

Coaxing the child to the bars, we got a stuttered explanation out of them that the shivering form of an older man was one Mr. Craight. Apparently, he had got some kind of illness some time ago, and the Guards were unsympathetic to it. Grey immediately melted the lock on that particular cell and ushered Aurum inside. It was time for the healer that we had brought along to do his job.

Before we left, I made sure to carefully hand the Sculpted several of the potions that Grey and I had brewed for this possibility. Aurum took them from me warily, unable to meet my eyes anymore. Unphased by our byplay, Grey ordered Aurum to check in with each of the prisoners once he had stabilized Craight, and then do the same with the other floors. We left Venix on that floor in order to guard Aurum and start breaking people out. I’m pretty sure the massive Antium was more than up to the task.

On the third floor, we discovered that this level was draftier than the others. There were actually a few sets of thin, slit-like windows set into the walls of a few of the cells.

This wasn’t a good thing. Those windows were letting in too much cold sea air and letting it collect in the small confines of this floor. I don’t what was keeping the chill from reaching the lower floors, but this one was uniquely chilly.

Everyone on it was sick to some degree.

Grey, Sylvia, Bella and I immediately got to work breaking cell locks so we could start administering potions. Some of them were so ill, however, that there wasn’t much that could be done with just potions. These kids needed actual medical attention, and the four of us just weren’t up to it. We gathered up who we could and started moving them off of this level to the one below us. At the very least were able to get them out of the cold. We told Aurum to prioritize them, for now.

Unfortunately, that wasn’t all. We found our first dead prisoner on that level, when we were moving the children.

In one of the cells was a small, curled-up body lying still underneath a threadbare blanket. I…

I had a hard time looking at them.

Just the thought of what these bastards had allowed to be done to a child filled my heart with an impotent rage. I wanted to scream and thrash and break something. How could these people do this? How can you even call yourself human, if you inflicted such suffering on a child? And for what? Because some fucking slaver noble told you that they were the children of rebels?

Nothing could ever justify this.

I wasn’t the only one to be affected, either. While I couldn’t see Sylvia’s face through her still-raised hood, I could see Bella’s.

The pirate Captain had the darkest look I’d ever seen on her sharp features. Whenever one of the children couldn’t see her, a profoundly murderous look would emerge, pointed through the thin windows at the ships we could see faintly.

Grey though, was just tired. All his fire from earlier seemed to drain from his slight form at the sight of the dead child. With an almost careless gesture, he melted away the lock on that particular cell and stepped inside with heavy steps.

Gingerly, Grey knelt down to pick up the tragic figure and held it in his arms. Nudging the blanket out of the way slightly so he could see their face, he sighed heavily at what he found. “I recognize this one,” He said to me mournfully. I was the only one up here with him right now, as both Sylvia and Bella were downstairs with Aurum assisting with the rest of the sick children.

I was silent for a moment, taking in the tragic scene. Eventually, I stirred. “Who is it?”

“Lady Turnold’s niece,” Grey said tiredly. Carefully, he covered the poor girl's face once again with the blanket. “Samantha, I believe her name is. Was.”

Lady Turnold…

I recognized that name. She had been at the war council, all those weeks ago. The stern woman who had questioned Grey about Azarus and me. She…didn’t deserve this.

Nobody did.

Silently, the two of us exited the cell and walked down the steps to the third floor, where Aurum, Sylvia, and Bella were working. When we stepped onto the landing, Bella was the first to notice us. At the sight of the still form cradled in Grey’s arms, she visibly snarled before forcing it down. I don’t think she wanted to scare the children more than they already were.

Grey approached her. “Please, take her down to the first floor Isabella,” Grey asked her wearily. “We still have two more prisoners to free.”

Gingerly, Bella accepted the tiny form from Grey. Looking down at it, I could see the woman choke something down, and then nod tightly at Grey. She hunched over the form in order to better hide it from view, and then wordlessly started walking away toward the lower stairs.

Meanwhile, Grey turned to nod at me and gestured back to the upper stairs. He didn’t wait for a response before climbing back up them. He didn’t need to, anyway.

I was right behind him.

……………………………………..

As Richard Everfield had told us, there were only two cells on the fifth and last floor of the tower. The floor itself was much smaller than the others had been, with only a small walkway in between the two cell doors. These cells were much more like the ones that had been in the rest of the building, with large wooden doors on them.

They were much more elaborate, however.

These doors were covered in runic inscriptions, and I could feel the Mana wafting off of them. Whatever kind of warding scheme had been built into these cells was pretty damn powerful. I would have thought that Grey would know about them, but…

Grey was staring at the obviously enchanted doors with an irritated look on his face.

I sighed. “I’m guessing these aren’t part of your design?”

Grey snorted, not turning to face me. “A brilliant deduction. No, I’m not familiar with this particular enchantment but I recognize elements of it. I believe these are suppression wards. Essentially a broader form of enchantment similar to a slave brand, they suppress a person’s Status within a certain area. These are likely the only reason the occupants have yet to break themselves free.”

“I’m guessing they’re pretty strong, then,” I said tiredly, drained from the entire situation. Normally I enjoyed these little micro-lessons with Grey, but not now. Not after the quiet horrors that I’d seen in this tower.

Grey seemed like he wasn’t in the mood either. “Strong enough,” He said shortly, before placing a hand on his sword. “However, they won’t be an issue. I’m capable enough myself.” Drawing his blue and white longsword, Grey marched up to the cell on the left. Gripping the hilt of his blade with both hands, Grey violent stabbed his sword into the wood of the door. Despite being made of wood, and with Grey’s considerable strength, it only penetrated an inch with the sound of a tortured shriek of metal for some reason. It was as if the door was solid steel instead. However, I don’t think Grey cared. “Drink, Stellarum,” He said coldly.

The almost stone-like material of Grey’s sword began to glow with a harsh black light. The tendrils of black light crawled down the length of the azure blade and infiltrated the surface of the door. Just underneath the wood surface of it, I could see those tendrils spread out, occasionally peaking through it as if they were curious worms. Slowly, the entirety of the wooden door started to glow the blue color of concentrated Mana, before dimming. Somehow, I could see the black light that ‘Stellarum’ was emitting ‘eat’ the Mana somehow. When the last dregs of blue light had dissipated, the tendrils of hungry black power retreated back into the blade, before Grey withdrew it from the door.

The entire process took only seconds.

When it was done, the door seemed more fragile somehow. Where before it had resonated with a strength born from its enchantments, now it seemed like it was even less than a normal slab of wood. I tentatively reached out and laid a finger on it, only for the entire door to collapse into ash the moment I did so. I jerked my finger back in surprise.

I was caught off guard by a voice echoing out of the cell.

“So,” I heard an oddly hollow voice ring out of the oddly large cell, before the rhythmic thumping of wood on stone approached the light outside of it. “They finally sent someone to the rescue, I see.” Stepping into view was perhaps the oddest Sculpted I had ever seen.

This must be Woodrick.

As I’d come to expect he’d be, his body was shaped from solid wood. Oak, if I had to take a guess. His form was that of a muscular human man, with intricate muscles sculpted from smooth bark visible across his exposed torso. The only thing he was wearing was a set of prison rags tied around his waist. He was tall too, even more so than I was. I might clock him at around six and a half feet tall, so not quite Venix height if I had to guess. But it was his face that drew my eye.

Incongruously, it looked like he had a beard.

The beard itself was entirely formed from rich green lichen and moss that molded itself to the shape of his handsome features. It was long, too, reaching down to the base of his neck. On a human man, I’d call his features chiseled. But since he was wooden, I guess I could say it was whittled instead. Like Sylvia, he had the same kind of articulating plates that formed and simulated the human face, only made of wood. Like her, there were dozens of them, each fitted together seamlessly. From his head fell long locks of lichen and moss, twisted together into what looked like dreadlocks. His eyes were the only things about his body that weren’t made of organic materials.

They were stone.

Carved to look like human eyes, they looked oddly fluid set into his sockets. They were also intricately constructed, out of what seemed to be three different kinds of stone. The sclera looked to be made from white and black flecked granite, while the pupil seemed to be made from solid chunks of obsidian. However, the actual iris of his eyes seemed to be carved from a rich red ruby. They glowed out of the darkness of the cell, fixed on me. I watched as somehow, the pupils in his stone eyes contracted just like a human’s would, from the light outside the cell.

“However,” The Sculpted man said idly. “I don’t recognize you.”

I blinked at him. “Ah. I’m with him,” I said, jerking my thumb over my shoulder.

Who I could only assume was Woodrick looked over my shoulder. He made a noise of realization, seeing who else was here. “Is that you, Grey?” He called out, relaxing slightly. I turned to look, and saw that Grey was already marching up to the second cell door. He lifted his left hand not holding Stellarum and waved over his shoulder, saying nothing.

I was startled when Woodrick appeared at my shoulder. “I suppose he’s focused on freeing whoever’s in the other cell,” He said casually.

My eyebrows shot up. “You don’t know who’s in there?”

Woodrick turned to look at me. “Mmm, no. I was captured after that cell was locked up. Whoever’s in there has been here longer than I was. They sure do make a ruckus sometimes, though.”

“I see,” I said quietly, watching as Grey stabbed his blade into the second cell door. “Well, I’ve never met her, but I’m told it’s supposed to be someone named ‘Lady Honoka’.”

“What?” Woodrick said, startled. “That can’t be right. Honoka was free when I was ambushed. Whoever’s in that cell has been there at least before I was captured.”

I turned to look at Woodrick sharply at that. “Wait. If it’s not Honoka in that cell, who is?”

Woodrick and I stared at each other for a moment, before realization stole across our faces simultaneously.

I spun around, outstretching a hand towards my mentor fruitlessly. “GREY, STOP!” I shouted desperately. “IT’S A TR-”

I was too late. I could tell that Stellarum had already eaten the enchantment on the door when Grey turned to look at us in confusion.

Something massive exploded through the doorway, in a thunderous hail of stone and ash.

            

    
        Chapter 114 - Revenge or Right

    
    
    
    
                Before I could even react, Woodrick tackled me out of the way of whatever had been waiting in the room. As the two of us sailed through the air, I twisted just enough to see what was happening.

I just barely managed to catch a glimpse of what was happening.

I think it was a Neptaurian—a big one.

This must be the missing Prime.

In the split second before Grey and the monster escaped my field of view, I was able to see my mentor snap his blade up in a guard position and brace himself. He was just barely able to catch the hideous monstrosity's foot-long claws on Stellarum before they could skewer his heart. However, he wasn’t able to hold his ground.

Grey was pushed off his feet and carried through the doorway to Woodrick’s former cell. I squeezed my eyes shut briefly from the resulting shower of stone as the doorway was obliterated with a deafening boom. Milliseconds afterward, I heard a second crack of stone as another wall was broken down.

The entire exchange had taken place before Woodrick and I had even hit the ground. We impacted the stone of the fifth floor, driving the air from my lungs. Still, I managed to say something. “Grey!” I wheezed out, scrambling out of Woodrick's arms and to my feet. I stumbled forward as quickly as I could, hooking a hand around the crumbling stone of the now destroyed doorway to the Sculpted’s former cell. My eyes widened at what I found.

It was destroyed. Gone.

As was Grey and the Prime.

Not only was the far wall of the tower cell destroyed, but so was most of the floor inside. It was a crumbling ruin that I didn’t dare step foot in, else it collapse underneath me. However, that wasn’t what caught my attention the most.

It was what was happening on the roof of Caer Drarrow outside.

Just barely in sight and below me, Grey was fighting a vicious battle against the Neptaurian Prime. I watched as my mentor desperately parried a blow from the lightning-fast claws of the sea monster, before being forced back a step to avoid another. With a frustrated shout, Grey released an explosion of black and silver Mana in a sphere all around him. Eerily silent, the Neptaurian skipped back a step to avoid the spell, before instantly spearing forward with its talons in a bid to skewer Grey as the energy dissipated. However, he wasn’t there.

Grey’s sword descended on the shoulder of the monster, from where he had jumped into the air in the moment he was concealed by his blast, leaving a deep wound. The Neptaurian finally made a sound loud enough to reach me from this distance, a horrifyingly warbly whinny. The beast skipped back several steps to retreat, letting Grey land back on the flat prison rooftop.

The two combatants stared at each other for a moment, before starting to circle.

I…I didn’t know what to do. Should I go down there and help him? Would I even be any help, in a battle of that caliber? If the Neptaurian Prime was anywhere as strong as the Frostbrine Prime had been, it might be ten times my level.

Before I could make a decision, I was startled as a familiar form blurred past me from my gawking position.

Venix.

He sailed through the air, descending on the battle between Grey and the Prime and drawing his blades as he did so. The Antium must have blasted up the staircase to this floor so fast he didn’t even make any noise. I hadn’t heard him coming at all.

I was startled when I was spun around by someone else. It was Woodrick, with a grim look on his wooden features.

“We need to go,” The Sculpted leader told me soberly. “Greycton and Venix can handle…whatever the hells that is. We need to get everyone else out of this tower. It could collapse after something like this. That’s what you guys were doing, right? Rescuing everyone?”

I blinked at Woodrick for a moment before snapping out of it. I relaxed the hand that had automatically gone to my dagger-spear and clutched it in a death grip, before nodding at him. “You’re right,” I said shortly. The two of us left the sight of the ambush and raced down the stairs.

Sylvia and Bella were there to greet us, both with blades drawn. The two of them were tense in expectation but relaxed when they saw who was descending the stairs. Sylvia nodded at me and then paused at the sight of the other Sculpted. “Woodrick.” She acknowledged in a tense tone, lowering her blade.

Woodrick nodded at her. “Sylvia. Good to see you.”

Aurum popped his head out from behind a nearby cell wall at the exchange. The healer smiled widely when he saw who was with me, emerging fully. “Rick! Are you-”

I cut him off. I’m sorry man, but we don’t have time for reunions. “Grey and Venix are fighting the missing Prime,” I said shortly, cutting off all other questions and conversation. Sylvia tensed back up at my words, looking like she was about to bolt past me. I laid a hand on her shoulder to stop her. “Some crazy bastard set a trap with it inside the other cell up there. They can handle it. But we need to get out of this tower now. The Prime damaged it too much. We don’t know if it’ll hold up.”

As if to punctuate my words, we heard the rumbling sound of collapsing stone on the floor above. Thankfully, the ceiling didn’t collapse in on us just yet, though our group was showered with dust briefly.

I laid another hand on Sylvia’s other shoulder to look her in the eye. “Did you get everyone out of the tower yet?” I asked her urgently.

Sylvia reluctantly dragged her eyes off of the staircase to meet mine. “We evacuated everyone to the first floor at the noise,” She said with an extraneous exhale.

Bella made towards the stairs while Sylvia and I were speaking, but was blocked by Woodrick. “Lady, are you mental?” He said incredulously. “That floor is actively collapsing. We need to get out of here.”

The pirate Captain glowered at the Sculpted. “Out of me way, bark boy. I’m ‘ere for revenge against that beasty out there, and I’m goin’ ta get it.”

I let go of Sylvia to turn and frown at Bella. “Look, I get it,” I told her, frustrated. “But we have more important things to worry about right now.”

Bella rounded me with furious eyes. “What do ye get, weaklin’?! That monster out there ruined me life! It stole everythin’ from me! Me fleet! Me crew! And me PRIDE! I ain’t gonna let you busybodies stop me from settlin’ the score!”

We didn’t have time for this.

I bounded over to get in her face. “Right now,” I hissed to her. “There are dozens of traumatized, starved, sick children below us. They’re waiting on us to get them out of here, terrified out of their minds. You need to choose right now. Do you care more about your revenge, or do you care about doing the right thing?”

Bella met my intense stare with one of her own in a tense silence. I held her gaze, unintimidated by the woman by this point.

Our standoff was broken by the sound of more rumbling from above. A stone came loose from the ceiling, and crashed to the floor not far from us.

With a muffled curse, Bella spat off to the side. Without a word, she marched past me towards the back stairs and descended them, uncaring about the dust falling from the ceiling. I let out a breath, and turned to nod at Sylvia. She returned it silently, and then turned and ushered a bewildered Aurum down the stairs with her.

When I turned to gesture Woodrick with us, I found him looking at me contemplatively. “Intense bunch, aren’t you?”

I sighed. “Not usually. C’mon, let’s go.”

At that, the two of us departed for the stairs ourselves. Woodrick had to stoop over to fit through cramped stair hallways. As we descended through the now-empty cells, I couldn’t help but be glad that this horrible tower was going down. A place like this where such evil was allowed to fester didn’t deserve to exist.

The two of us reached the packed first floor to find the rest of my companions waiting for us. Outside the door to the tower, I could hear the pitched sound of battle, which alarmed me to say the least. It seemed to have scared the children too, who they had gathered in a large group. Sylvia and Aurum were trying to keep them calm, too busy to acknowledge me. But here was an additional problem. Several seemed to be out of it, lying insensate on the floor. I grimaced at the sight of them.

Azarus must have noticed, because he returned my grim expression. “Aye, some of them are too sick to move. We’ll have to carry ‘em out. Which is a problem, cause them pirates are fightin’ off a horde of guards that came runnin’ at the sound from above.”

That made me notice that both McGill and Bella weren’t in here with us. I guess they had joined the fighting outside.

Damnit, how were we going to fight off the guards and get these kids out of here at the same time?

A rumble from above reminded me that I didn’t have a ton of time to think of a solution.

Luckily, someone else saved the day.

Woodrick stepped past me. “Leave it to me,” He said confidently, reaching up to his chest and plucking something out from under his bark. They looked to be seeds of some kind, to my eyes. He tossed them at one of the empty sections of the floor and visibly concentrated, making a gesture.

Under my astonished gaze, the seeds somehow grew into makeshift stretchers. The beds of the stretchers were made of leaves, while the frames seemed to be made of branches. Instead of wheels, they had what almost looked to be animated, oversized chicken feet made of wood. I watched the stretchers independently stand up and shuffle in place. The Sculpted leader had made three of them in total

“Those will hold them, and follow us as well,” Woodrick said, nodding in satisfaction. “They’re more than strong enough to hold the children.”

Azarus was nonplussed at the overt display of magic. “That’ll do. C’mon, help me load the kids up.”

I shook myself out of it and helped the two others load the sick kids up on the mobile stretchers. There were six of them in total, so about half of the kids from the fourth floor were too sick to move on their own.

I took a deep breath when we were done. “Okay then,” I said, nodding to the adults in the room. That included Richard Everfield and the other freed adult prisoners of the tower. “Let’s do this. Azarus, Sylvia, Woodrick. You guys go first. I’ll bring up the rear with Aurum, the kids, and the others.” I paused for a moment, before reaching for my spare collapsed spear behind me. “Woodrick, do you need a weapon?”

Woodrick confidently shook his head. “No. I bring my own.” He said, plucking another seed from his chest. This time, instead of growing a stretcher, a giant double-bladed great axe hewn from oak grew in his right hand. In seconds it reached full maturity. Once it had, the Sculpted slung it on his shoulder.

I blinked and then sheathed my comparatively puny dagger.

Okay then.

I nodded at Azarus, who walked over to the door and readied his hammer and shield. “Let’s do this,” He said grimly, before opening the door.

On the other side was chaos.

Bella, McGill, and the rest of the pirates were embroiled in battle with a mass of Loyalist Guards. Blood and screams filled the air, both from the guards and the pirates. The freed prisoners might have been more vicious than the guards, but the guards were just better equipped. The pirates mostly had scavenged weapons and no armor to speak of.

Bella and McGill were by far the deadliest of the pirates. Bella was scything through the guards with a cutlass sheathed in razor-sharp winds, darting across the battlefield. Meanwhile, McGill had picked up a second scavenged longsword and was hacking wildly at the opposing forces to great effect.

Still, even with those two powerhouses, the combined pirate forces were still being pushed back by the seemingly never-ending stream of guards.

Woodrick clucked his wooden tongue with a hollow noise and shook his head. “Can’t have that, can we?” With a running jump, the Sculpted leader crashed into the thick of the melee. “Timber Rend!” I heard him shout, followed by a green flash of light and the screams of the guards.

Who actually said skill names out loud like that? I shook my head, glancing at Aurum while Sylvia and Azarus advanced on the fighting as well. “You stay in front so you can heal,” I said shortly, uncaring at this point of his wary gaze. We could sort it out later. “I’ll bring up the rear.” At Aurum's nod, we got into position.

Ahead of us, the introduction of my companions had shifted the tide of battle significantly. They were pushing back the guards now, leaving room for us to advance with our precious cargo. Carefully, I urged the children forward, Woodrick's stretchers following along in our wake dutifully.

Time to get out of this hellhole.

I could only hope that the crew of the Thorny Reef had succeeded in their mission.

            

    
        Chapter 115 - Plea

    
    
    
    
                Our combined forces succeeded in pushing forward, enough that we were out of the hallway that led to the crumbling tower. That didn’t mean that the guards kept coming, even as we fought a grinding battle through the halls of the prison. I didn’t forget Grey’s estimate that there could be upwards of three hundred guards or troops currently quartered at Caer Drarrow.

I don’t know if we could fight off that many. Especially without Grey or Venix here to pick up our slack.

But I guess we were going to try.

Speaking of them, every once in a while I could hear the sound of battle echo through the thick stone of the prison roof. It wasn’t often, but occasionally I would hear impacts. If they were still fighting up there, then the battle with the Neptaurian Prime was taking longer than the one against the Abyssmother had. And that was with Grey and Venix working together from the start. The two of them had finished off that giant spider pretty quickly, once the Antium samurai had entered the fray.

Just how much stronger was that Centaur?

Still, we were making progress. I don’t know who was specifically leading the way through the battle, but I hoped they knew the way to the docks. With all this commotion, I was sure that the Reef sabotage crew had to know by now that we were coming in hot. I hope they had the ship ready for a fast exfiltration.

Or else things were going to get even dicier.

Every once in a while, the battle in front of me would grow more intense as Guard reinforcements arrived. During this period of amped-up fighting, the movement of the group would stall in place. When that happened, I noticed that the inmates from the cells next to us would start to try and plead with me or Aurum to free them. The Sculpted Healer was doing his best to ignore them, as he had an actual job to be doing. His ranged heals were pretty important to the staying power of those in the fight, as we hadn’t lost any combatants under his eye.

I couldn’t say the same for the Guards. Seemed Healers were rare.

Lucky us.

I, however, was actually considering freeing some of these guys. I didn’t have any attachment to the laws of Herztalian society. I wasn’t sure how much I cared about what they’d done to deserve being put in here. However, most of the people who pleaded with me to free them seemed sketchy as hell. There was just something about them that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Some of these guys were just off. I couldn’t help but remember Grey’s reluctance to free prisoners to help us in a general revolt. How he had said the prison was built for a good reason.

I eyed one guy that was trying to entice me, with visibly hand-sharpened teeth.

Maybe Grey had a point.

However, there was one person that gave me pause.

During one of the times reinforcements arrived, I was knocked out of my vigil over the terrified children by someone catching my attention from a nearby cell.

“Hey hey hey hey,” I heard someone speak urgently. Turning, I saw a furry arm sticking out of a cell door food slot, while an equally furry snout was pressed up against the peeking door at head height.

I blinked.

A Gnoll? I hadn’t seen one of those since I’d said my goodbyes to Illuvia in Hollow Hill.

The occupant of the cell, seeing that they had caught my attention, pulled back enough from the window so I could see them better.

Yup, that was a Gnoll all right.

I think he was a male. Mostly black furred, he had a large white oval on his face from which peeked out bestial orange eyes. As best I could tell, the Gnoll was around my height, thin from probable starvation, and wearing little more than tattered prison wraps. He was also very visibly ansty.

He pulled his vulpine lips back in an anxious grin.

“Hey, hi, I see that you’re in the middle of a prison break,” He said with a sickly grin over the sounds of battle in front of me, shuffling in place nervously. “Any chance you could getmeouttoo?”

I parsed his quick words, tilting my head. Briefly flicking my eyes at the battle and seeing that it was still stalled in place, I decided to hear him out. “Make your case,” I said shortly. “But make it fast.”

The Gnoll’s eyes lit up and moved closer to the door. “I’m a Healer,” He said hurriedly. “I can help you, I swear! I don’t need anything to cast!”

I furrowed my brow. “What the hell is a Healer doing in prison?” I asked him skeptically. Like I’d said, Healers seemed rare. Why let one waste away in Caer Drarrow?

“I shouldn’t be in here!” The Gnoll told me, frustrated. “I just pissed off the wrong noble, that’s all! I didn’t do anything to deserve this! I swear, I’m just a student at the Academy!”

Hmm. I had a good feeling about this guy, actually. He didn’t seem to be a crazed cannibal, like some of these guys.

One more test.

“If you’re lying, you should know we have Headmaster Greycton with us,” I told the Gnoll seriously. “I’ll stick you right back in a cell if you’re fucking with me.”

The Gnoll’s eyes actually lit up. “Nononono, that’s good! That’s great! The Headmaster can vouch for me! I know him! I’ve worked with him!”

Well. All right then.

I felt recovered enough at this point to use at least one Skill, so I pointed a palm at the padlock on the Gnoll’s cell door.

Poisonthorn Shot.

The poisonous skill-borne thorn materialized in front of my hand and shot forward, lodging itself in the lock. In seconds, the metal of it had corroded away to fall in pieces to the floor of the prison. Stepping forward to the cell, I undid the latch and swiftly stepped back. As the door opened and the Gnoll stepped out, I laid one cautious hand on my dagger and made sure I was blocking the way to the children.

Just in case. This guy could have been pretending the entire time.

The Gnoll stepped out of the cell skittishly and flinched at the sight of the battle occurring ahead of us. He also boggled at the large group of children that we were escorting, who were mostly being kept calm and under control by Richard Everfield and the handful of other adults we’d rescued.

“Hey,” I called out to him, keeping an eye on the battle myself. It looked like they were about to move up. Seemed like the others had dealt with the latest group of reinforcements. “What’s your name?”

“Uh, Renauld,” The Gnoll said, dragging his eyes away from the fighting to give me a weak grin. “Nice to meet you?”

“Sure, right. Well, if you’re going to be healing, get up there with the gold guy,” I told him, jerking my head in the direction of Aurum. Said Sculpted must have somehow heard me say his name, because he briefly turned around to look in our direction. At the sight of another freed prisoner, much less a Gnoll, he gave me a strange look. I just shrugged at him. Aurum shook his head and returned to watching the battle.

Whatever, man. I made a judgment call. I’ll watch him.

I wasn't willing to extend complete trust to someone who had been in a jail cell, no matter what he said.

“Right. Right! Yeah, I’ll do that!” Renauld told me, scurrying his way across the stone on padded feet to stand next to Aurum.

The battle advanced in front of us.

……………………………………..

Our grinding battle through the halls of Caer Drarrow continued for the next fifteen minutes. In that time, our new acquisition in the form of Renauld proved his worth. I think he might have both been higher level than Aurum and more knowledgeable about healing. As we advanced, I saw him demonstrate a greater variety of Healing spells of varying strength. Thanks to his inclusion, we didn’t end up losing any of our weaker combatants in the form of the freed pirates. However, he also didn’t seem to have much stamina in his spell-casting. He wasn’t able to throw spells out as quickly as Aurum could.

If I had to take a guess, it was probably weakness from being imprisoned. Still, between the two of them, our pace picked up. By this point, we had long since passed our entry point that led out to the caves. I was almost tempted to ask a few people to break off and try and get out that way, but we needed all the fighters we could muster.

I don’t know how they were managing to fight non-stop like this. From my experience, combat was such an exhausting thing that even short bursts of it was enough to exhaust me. Maybe it was just physical conditioning? Maybe I was just dumb for going for a Mage build, when I couldn’t even practice Magic until I was level one hundred? From what I had learned, it was common for regular people to invest most points into strength, dexterity, and vitality if they had no ambitions to become an actual Mage or Cultivator.

Man, thank God for Ringed Mind. It was so much easier to multi-task now that I had more than one train of thought. I was able to consider useless crap like that while at the same time keeping an eye on the kids and Renauld at the same time. Not that they needed much minding from me. The adults that we’d freed in the tower were doing the brunt of that work. I don’t know if I’d have been able to keep them calm like they were doing, in the midst of this chaos. Renauld had been keeping his word as well and causing no trouble.

Screw it, time to put the new skill to good use. I could keep watch on the kids with the outer ring, an eye on Renauld with the middle one, and check my Status with my core.

I called it up with Hidden Amidst the Spheres.

Man, what an odd sensation, feeling out my Status with one-third of my new partitioned mind...




	You have gained 6 levels!



	You are now level 57!



	Spear Proficiency has reached level 7 (Max)!



	Observe has reached level 6!



	You have sixty unspent Virtue points.






Oh, I'd heard about this. Grey and Azarus had told me that General Skills like Spear Proficiency had max levels of seven. I'd finally maxed out one of them. I was unsurprised that it was my oldest one in Spear Proficiency.

As for the rest?

I mentally pondered my sixty free points. I'd just been thinking about how it would help if I was just a bit physically stronger. I wondered if having a higher base Strength would increase the effect of Sylvan Vigor? Well, I guess I could find out.

I spread out my points, and then checked out my base Status when I was done.
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I nearly stumbled in place at the sudden dramatic physical difference that I felt. Damn, but was I really feeling those extra points into Strength. I could get used to this.

Almost made me wish I had chosen to go Cultivator, all those months ago.

Yeah, this worked. I mentally nodded to myself, before turning my attention back to the battle.

Looked like it had died down again. Actually, it had died so much that our fighters…weren’t. There was nobody for them to fight right now. A new group of reinforcements hadn’t come running into their blades for a while now. Which was suspicious in and of itself...

I cast a wary eye over my shoulder, in case they were thinking of hitting us from behind.

Thankfully nothing.

Turning back around, I frowned, tapping the hilt of my dagger. What was going on? Had the guards given up, and decided to just let us leave? That didn’t seem right to me. No, something else was up.

They must be setting a trap for us of some kind.

I don’t think I was the only person suspicious about this lull in the fighting as well. Even from my position, I could see the tense and wary posture of our nominal leader. Woodrick had naturally fallen into a command position and had been leading the fighters in battle. Right now, even though I couldn’t see his face, he didn’t look like he thought the fighting was over. He still had his bloodied great axe up in a ready position.

Before long, our group reached an end to the long hallways of the prison. In front of us was a large, closed wooden door that reached up to the ceiling. What was odd was there didn’t seem to be any locking mechanism on it, nor were there any guards waiting for us there. The door was held shut by its own sheer weight.

Woodrick held up a hand to stop the group, frowning at the door. Glancing back again and seeing that it was safe behind us, I decided to go up front and see what was holding us up. Passing both the children and the Healers, I reached Woodrick just as he was addressing the rest of my companions.

“…trap, on the other side of this door,” Woodrick was saying. He gave me a nod of acknowledgment at my approach but continued his speech. “It’s just too obvious. Problem is, we don’t have a choice. Our only shot off of this rock is your ship, and we need to continue if we’re going to reach the docks. Those of you who were imprisoned know this door leads to the entry hall. I have no doubt the Guards have entrenched themselves inside, since they couldn’t stop us in the halls.”

“Then what the hells are we waitin’ on?” Bella grunted. Flicking my eyes her way, I saw the blood-soaked pirate still looked grumpy. She was probably still unhappy about being denied her revenge.

“Nothing,” Woodrick answered with a smirk. “I just wanted to let everyone catch their breath and get on the same page.”

“Enough gabbin’ then,” Azarus said, tightening his grip on his bloodstained warhammer. “Let’s get this over with.”

Woodrick caught my eye and jerked his head back towards the children. I decided to take his wordless advice. As the apparently elected leader of the Sculpted, this guy probably had more leadership experience than I did. I gave him a nod and started walking back to my position.

As I passed Renauld, he leaned in to whisper to me. “What’s going on? I mean, if I can ask,” He amened hurriedly.

“Probably an ambush on the other side of the doors,” I said, shaking my head. “Look alive.” I clapped him on his furry shoulder in passing.

I reached my rearguard position in time to watch as Woodrick laid his wooden hands on the wooden doors. At his touch, they smoothly began to open themselves as if they had been animated somehow. Woodrick walked inside the large hall that I could see on the other side as if he owned it, axe nonetheless at the ready. The rest of us followed him.

Initially, I thought that he had been wrong and that there was no ambush waiting for us. However, that was before I was fully inside the hall.

The hall was around the length of a football field, and halfway down it, the Guards had entrenched themselves like we’d thought they would. They’d set up a giant barricade made from what seemed to be furniture. Tables and chairs blocked the width of the hall from wall to wall. Curiously, there seemed to be an actual entranceway to the barricade. Through it, I could see that there were plenty of Guards lined up in military formation, just ready to hack us to pieces. On top of the barricade were plenty of Guards as well, bearing ranged weapons. Most had bows, but I saw several slings and even some crossbows.

I didn’t even know Vereden had crossbows.

As our group cautiously approached the barricade, I was unnerved by the fact that the guards hadn’t tried to attack us at all. All of the guards on top of the barricade had their weapons lowered for some reason.

When we were maybe twenty feet away from the barricade, Woodrick slowed us down. Staring up at the makeshift edifice, I saw him cross his arms. “Well?” He called out to the Guards we could see on the other side of the barricade. “What are you waiting on? We’re right here.”

“I’m well aware,” A smooth, even voice called out in answer. Ominously, I saw Woodrick and many of the pirates tense up at the sound of it. From where I stood, I heard McGill curse loudly. Just ahead, I saw Renauld tremble in place briefly.

A man appeared at the entranceway of the barricade. Unafraid, he walked out to stand in front of it. “I’ve simply decided that the rank and file are incapable of quelling this by themselves. I’ll have to handle it instead.”

Woodrick drew in a deep, steady breath and let it out. He met the eyes of the man standing in front of him fearlessly. “Hello, Warden.”

            

    
        Chapter 116 - Dispassionate Contempt

    
    
    
    
                So.

This was the Warden that Grey had been so wary of.

He was a tall man, dressed in form-fitting white and black robes with a pitch-black cloak draped over his shoulders. In his right hand he held an intricately carved staff made of a smoky crystal of some kind, with three splines poking from the head of it. The man himself was clean-shaven with sharp, severe features. From his scalp fell long, thin, unbound blonde hair held out his eyes by an iron circlet with a large, heptagonal sapphire set into it.

He watched us with a pair of strangely familiar, dispassionate blue eyes almost neon in shade.

Frankly, it didn’t look like this guy gave a rat's ass about us.

At Woodrick’s greeting, the Warden inclined his ever so slightly in the Sculpted’s direction. “Woodrick. I’m aware that you aren’t the true instigator of this farce. I would ask you to simply return to your cell so we can avoid further unpleasantness, but sadly it no longer exists.”

Woodrick snorted at the man’s words. “No thanks to your little trap. Apparently, they thought you had Lady Honoka in there.”

My brow furrowed at his words. Why was he just giving away info to this guy?

The Warden’s lips lifted in a thin smile. “Oh, but I do have Honoka. Just…not there.”

Unexpectedly, Sylvia stepped forward, baring her short sword. “Where is she?! Where have you hidden Lady Honoka?!” She demanded, more passionate than I had seen her in a while.

The Warden’s eyes lingered on Sylvia’s blue blade, so similar in appearance to Grey’s Stellarum. He lifted his eyes to inspect Sylvia thoughtfully. “Hmm. I’ve heard of you. Greycton’s get, yes?”

Something in his demeanor caused me to tense up, although nobody else seemed to see what I did. Slowly, I started moving my way through the crowd of children and blended into the crowd of tense pirates watching the confrontation. I didn’t want to draw any attention, in case I was right. Thankfully, I felt that I had recovered enough to be using my skills again as well. I activated Sylvan Vigor at half-strength just in case, but I kept a mental finger on the trigger. I was ready to jack it up to full at a moment's notice.

“I am his daughter,” Sylvia answered coldly. “Now I ask again. Where. Have you hidden. The Lady?”

“Oh,” The Warden said in an amused tone, smiling. “You’ll be seeing her soon enough. You’re quite useful, after all.” In a quick move, he raised his hand in Sylvia’s direction. Opening his hand, he snapped his fingers in her direction. The sound echoed oddly in the hall.

Suddenly, three monsters that had been under some form of veil appeared on top of a wooden barricade. The Guards must not have known about them, as they were visibly startled.

It was four Frostbrine Spiders.

Large ones.

Aiming their abdomens at Sylvia, four streams of web erupted from their behinds aimed straight at my friend.

Luckily, they missed.

I tackled her out of the way, you see.

I hadn’t waited to see whatever it was that the Warden was doing. As soon as he had said those words and pointed at Sylvia, I had ratcheted Sylvan Vigor to its max strength and dived out of the crowd in her direction. At the time, I didn’t know what he was intending, only that it probably wasn’t good.

Thankfully, I was just in time. The two of us impacted the floor just in time to watch as the web streams from the monsters we thought we’d wiped out splat on the floor. Quickly, the two of us scrambled back to our feet. Quickly, Sylvia flashed me a thankful look, before focusing back on the Warden. The rest of our group reacted as well, growing tenser and baring their blades threateningly.

Meanwhile, the Warden only looked briefly disappointed, clucking his tongue. “Ah, well,” He said, shaking his head. “It was worth a try. I’ll just have to sort the hostages out later, after I kill you all.”

“We’ll see,” Woodrick said, smiling grimly. He crouched slightly, getting into a running stance with his axe held before him. I drew my dagger, extending it to its full length now that I was certain we’d have to fight. I mentally triggered The Scintillant Blade as well, causing the spearhead to erupt in familiar rainbow flames. The rest of our party readied themselves as well.

Meanwhile, the Guards on top of the barricade raised their weapons to point at us, while a different stream of them flowed through the opening. They formed up in more disciplined ranks than I’d seen from them directly behind the Warden.

Said Warden raised his crystalline stave into the air, and then drove it into the stone of the floor with a cracking sound.

But that sound couldn’t compare with the crack that came from the ceiling.

Before the battle could begin, the stone roof above us caved in with a sound akin to an avalanche. All heads within the entrance hall snapped up simultaneously.

Falling through a new massive hole in the ceiling was the ragdoll body of the Neptaurian Prime. Through the debris of the destroyed roof, I could see Venix on top of the monster, riding it down to the floor.

Impact.

The entrance hall shook from the shock of the Antium and Centaur hitting the ground. Slowly, through the ensuing cloud of dust, I could see Venix stand up on top of the still carcass of the monster. He was staring down at the Warden.

The Warden wasn’t intimidated at all. He just looked annoyed.

Meanwhile, Venix looked…rough. His usually immaculate robe was ripped and torn, exposing his muscular, chitinous upper body to the world. He was visibly injured as well, with strangely red blood flowing from several rents in his natural armor. Did ants have red blood? Probably not, but Antium seemed to. The samurai paid no attention to his wounds. He only had eyes for the Warden.

While I was relieved to see Venix, he wasn’t who caught my attention the most.

It was the form of Grey, slowly floating down from the hole in the roof with Stellarum held loosely in his right hand. He looked a little roughed up as well, if less so than Venix. My mentor’s clothes had some rents in them as well, while he had a cut on his forehead that slowly dripped down his face.

Silently, he landed on the rubble-strewn floor of the entrance hall, no more than five feet away from the Warden.

The two of them eyed each other, while the rest of the hall watched in tense silence.

Grey broke it first.

“So,” He said in an oddly conversational tone. “It really was you, Leonard. How long have you been the Warden of Caer Drarrow?”

“Oh, for some time now,” The Warden, apparently named Leonard, answered in a casual voice. “I returned to the continent years ago, and the King asked me to take up the position when I did. Politics, you understand.”

Grey made a mildly interested noise. “Would that happen to be the King that your current benefactors murdered?” He asked politely.

Warden Leonard visibly rolled his eyes. “Do be serious, Greycton. You and I both know that old Otto was on his way out well before his death. Any ‘murdering’ that was done was just a…facilitation of the Eisenherz line. And besides,” He said in a faux wounded tone, laying his free hand over his heart. “You’re one to talk about murder. That’s the second of my Primes you’ve killed now. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to enthrall such creatures?”

So, I guess that was absolute confirmation that the monsters belonged to this guy. How was he doing that? Was it a class ability or something?

“One can hardly ‘murder’ a monster, Leonard,” Grey scoffed, waving his own free hand in dismissal. “And besides, you set them to guard hostages that I was set on freeing. Child hostages mind, in unacceptable conditions. Have your morals degenerated to such a degree in your time away that you’re willing to inflict such neglect on the young? What would Leopold think if he saw you now? You remember him, yes? Your brother?”

I started. I only knew one Leopold, and that was the intimidating Marshal I had met back in Hollow Hill.

The second in command of the Order of the Eclipsed Dawn.

Now that I looked closer at the Warden, I could see the resemblance. They had the same eyes.

Leopold and Leonard…

“I was given specific instructions on how to house the hostages, and I followed them to the letter,” Warden Leonard responded, unphased by Grey’s accusations. “As distasteful as I found them, I still did my duty as loyalty and the law demanded. And that’s always been the problem with Leopold and your lot, hasn’t it? Ever have you and he placed morals above where loyalty should lie. Leopold especially has always believed himself above the law of the land. When he should have joined military all those years ago as loyalty demanded, he instead fled to join your little Order. It was quite the black eye on our family at the time, as you well know.”

Grey shook his head sadly. “On the contrary. Such moral fortitude is Leopold’s greatest strength, and why I rely on him so heavily. But enough of this pointless bickering,” He said sharply, taking a step forward. “Where have you hidden Honoka, Leonard?”

Warden Leonard smiled slyly. “Did you not enjoy my little trap? I thought it was quite amusing, even if I lost a tool from it. I knew you would come eventually. After all, you couldn’t resist the potential plight of your longtime friend and accomplice.”

“Where is she, Leonard Ashran?” Grey asked threateningly, suffusing the air with his power. Slowly, the lights in the room began to grow dimmer in a familiar manner. The air grew heavy with the weight of Grey’s power.

Warden Leonard scoffed. With a wave of his hand and pulse of his own strangely alien feeling strength, Grey’s display was dispelled. “Oh, do give it a rest,” the Warden said scornfully. “I’m not like one of these plebians, to be cowed by a simple expression of your Mantle. Besides, it’s not even needed. I’m more than willing to show you Honoka.” Raising his left hand, Leonard gestured to the Guards behind him without looking.

Emerging out of the entryway, escorted by two large guards was a woman.

She…looked to be in pretty rough shape.

Who I could only assume was the Lady Honoka that both Grey and Sylvia were so desperate to rescue was doubly shackled. Both at her ankles and her wrists, which were bound behind her back. I couldn’t see her face as her head was hanging low and obscured by her long white hair. The woman was dressed in the same rags that I had seen on many of the other prisoners, and looked to have been similarly mistreated.

I think she was unconscious. The Guards were essentially holding her up.

However, Grey and Sylvia must have recognized her. I stopped Sylvia from lunging forward by laying a hand her shoulder. When she turned to look at me in surprise, I shook my head minutely.

Not yet.

Meanwhile, Grey was furious. “What did you do to her.” He snarled in a demanding tone.

“Why, nothing that wasn’t done to you,” Warden Leonard said pointedly, smirking.

My eyes narrowed, unseen by the arguing duo. ‘Nothing that wasn’t done to you’, huh. Did that mean…

They’d afflicted her with a slave brand?

Hmm…

Grey must have realized as well, as his eyes narrowed at the Warden.

“I don’t know how you did it, Greycton,” Warden Leonard said seriously, his demeanor sobering. “But I’m sure if you recovered your Deputy, you’d manage to free her as well. Unfortunately, I can’t allow that.”

“Oh, can you now,” Grey said scornfully. “Boy, I was slaughtering upstarts like you before you were even a sparkle in your Grandfather’s eye. Do you truly wish to challenge me?”

“Hah,” Warden Leonard laughed. “I certainly do, since we both know you’ve been weakened.”

Grey stiffened.

I stiffened.

Most of the people in our party stiffened, to the confusion of those not in the know.

“Did you think it was a coincidence?” Warden Leonard said derisively. “You must be losing your edge, old man. I designed the brand you were afflicted with, after all.”

Grey’s face slackened in surprise. “You…?” He breathed.

“I was called on to do it, after all. Someone of sufficient skill was needed to get you out of the way. At the peak of your power, nobody in the Kingdom could challenge you,” The Warden acknowledged. “That's why you weren’t simply…dealt with. Frankly, we did what we could to get you out of the way, while we dealt with the rebels as we saw fit, as well as weaken you in the long run. And I must say, it worked wonderfully.”

“Enough!” Grey burst out, frustrated. “Enough. It’s clear that this won’t be settled by words.”

“Oh, I agree,” Warden Leonard said, waving away the Guards presenting Lady Honoka. They melted back through the gap in the barricade, carrying their prisoner between them. I kept my eyes on them, however.

I wanted to keep track of where they were holding her.

“As I was saying before you so rudely interrupted us, Greycton,” The Warden continued. “I’ll just have to kill you all, and sort out the hostages later.”

“Today, the legend of Greycton of the Shadowed Sun dies.”

            

    
        Chapter 117 - Duel

    
    
    
    
                “Deal with the rabble,” Warden Leonard said, eyes fixed on Grey. He lifted his free hand and gestured forward with it to his forces arrayed behind and on the barricade. “I’ll deal with the Headmaster.”

“Oh, will you now,” Grey said dangerously, lifting Stellarum. He began to advance on the Warden. “We’ll just see about that, won’t we.”

Venix followed after Grey, from where he had been watching the confrontation silently. It seemed as if he had been cleaning his blades while the two bantered. Unexpectedly, Woodrick stepped up as well. I didn’t know how strong he was in comparison to the two of them, but he certainly seemed to think that he could compete.

The Warden didn’t seem concerned. I watched as his eyes flickered over the extra two combatants before sneering slightly. He raised his crystalline staff, and his three opponents seemed to take that as a cue to begin.

Venix and Woodrick dashed at the Warden, but skidded to a halt before they could reach him. A bright, icy blue flash of light had erupted from the ground in front of them. A misty haze appeared over the large Monster Core on the ground, and from it, something emerged that caused the trio facing it to either curse or tense up.

The Neptaurian Prime, restored. The sea-borne Centaur reared in front of Venix and Woodrick, letting out a warbling whinny of victory.

However, it seemed smaller than it had been before. Lessened, somehow. That didn't make it any less intimidating.

The trio didn’t bother with any more words. What they needed to do appeared obvious.

Venix and Woodrick split off from their collision course with the Warden and attacked the reborn Prime. It met them eagerly, clashing its talons against their blades.

Leaving the Warden to Grey.

I wasn’t able to watch any more of the confrontation between the two of them, however.

I had my own problems.

At the same time that our three strongest members began their attack, the forces of Caer Drarrow began their own. Guards began to stream out of the opening of the barricade, skirting the battle between titans to rush in our direction. In the immediate, however, I was more concerned with the archers on the walls of the makeshift rampart. They had raised their bows, crossbows, and slings and began to bombard our forces. Hell, even the Frostbrine spiders up there began to shoot streams of web at us.

I had never let go of Sylvan Vigor, only dialed it down, so I was able to dodge out of the way of the quarrel that nearly skewered me. Narrowing my eyes as I did so, I assessed our situation.

Bluntly, I thought we were screwed.

Between the Warden, the somehow reborn Prime, and the Guards of Caer Drarrow, I don’t know if we had the numbers or strength to overcome these odds. However, we didn’t have a choice but to try. Not only did I not want to fucking die, but we had to get our freed hostages out of here if the Uprising had any hope of victory in greater Herztal.

Speaking of them, after a quick look, I saw that the group had retreated to the far wall of the entry hall. It seemed as if one of the adults had either a skill or a defensive spell ready for a situation like this, as they had warped the stone of the floor into a dome to cover their position.

I didn’t need to worry about them, at the very least.

Instead, I let myself meet the charge of the Guard rushing my position. Dodging out of the way of his thrust, I retaliated with one of my own, using my still brilliantly burning spear. The Guard wasn’t able to react in time. My blade pierced through the mail throat guard around his neck, and emerged out of the other side in a spray of blood and gore. Yanking my spear out quickly, I blocked the strike of another guard with the haft of it with a grunt of effort. The Guard bore down on our clashed weapons, nearly causing my legs to buckle underneath me.

Thankfully, we finally caught a break.

Beyond the other side of the barricade, the massive main doors of Caer Drarrow exploded in a haze of equally massive splinters. They rocketed across the hall in a thunderous riot of wood on stone, hopefully injuring some of the Guard forces behind the barricade. In fact, the explosion from the door was so powerful that a massive chunk of it ripped right through a portion of the makeshift wall, squishing one of the Frostbrines.

The splinters even traveled far enough to help me out.

I blinked, as a spray of blood erupted from the chest of the Guard bearing down on me. A massive, jagged length of timber had erupted from his chest, skewering him through the torso. The Guard only had time to stare downwards disbelievingly at the oversized splinter in his chest before he went slack. He tumbled to the ground, dead.

I straightened up, to look in the direction of the door. What the hell had caused that?

The answer was the crew of the Thorny Reef.

They charged through the ruins of the main door with a riotous cry, smoke and debris trailing their wake. In a dead sprint, I saw them clash into the disoriented back lines of the Guard forces arrayed on the other side of the broken barricade.

The Guards were now trapped between the jaws of two different pirate forces. Our side saw the chance given to us, and counter-attacked fiercely.

The battlefield before us descended into even further chaos.

Meanwhile, I saw my window of opportunity.

I sprinted over to where Sylvia was locked in battle with a guard of her own and ambushed him. Before he could react my spear slid straight into his back, piercing his heart. The Guard jerked in agonized surprise, before falling limp on the end of my blade. I shook him off, locking eyes with Sylvia as I did so.

My Sculpted friend opened her mouth to thank me, but I didn’t give her a chance. I rushed in close to her, cutting off her words. “Stealth, quickly,” I whispered furiously. “We’re getting Honoka.”

Sylvia’s crystalline blue eyes widened in response before she nodded. With a nod, she glanced around, making sure that nobody was specifically paying attention to us in the chaos of battle. She made a gesture with her free hand nod holding her short sword, and visibly concentrated. With a shimmer of light, she disappeared from view.

At the same time, I cast my own Thorn Cloak causing me to blend into the background. I may not have been nearly invisible like Sylvia was, but I was still an indistinct blur. I was counting on most people being too busy fighting for their lives to pay attention.

Trusting that Sylvia was following, I swiftly but carefully maneuvered my way across the battlefield.

Towards the breech in the barricade from the explosion of the main gate.

I didn’t have any other choice if I wanted to find where Honoka was being kept. Unfortunately, this hall didn’t have the convenient rafters that I had been using to get around the rest of the prison. Still, I managed to make my way across the battlefield, spying Azarus defending Aurum and Renauld as I did so. My dwarven friend was keeping the Guards away from the two healers, which was a good idea on his part. Honestly, I thought that pair were the only things keeping our rag-tag bunch on this side in the fight. I watched as he conjured into being a solid wall of chains in a rare use of an obvious skill, blocking a targeted barrage of arrows and quarrels.

I was very careful to skirt the battle between Venix, Woodrick, and the Prime, as well as between Grey and the Warden. Both of those were too dangerous to get anywhere near. Venix was relentlessly hounding the Neptaurian with precise strikes with his four blades, while Woodrick seemed to be playing ranged support. I saw the Sculpted leader fire multiple blasts of either green light at the Prime, and what looked to be…massive thorns.

Hey man, that’s my gimmick. Get your own.

Even if, you know. You probably had them before I did.

Anyways.

The fight between Grey and Warden looked more like a formalized duel than it did a wild battle. The two of them had somehow erected what looked like a massive, glowing blue bubble shield over their position. I don’t think it was out of any concern for the people around them, though. Instead, it was probably to keep the entire hall from collapsing on top of them.

The amount of power the two of them were throwing around at each other was frankly terrifying. As I watched through the veil of their shield, the Warden conjured two massive bulls made of solid crystal. With a wave of his staff, they charged at Grey with their gargantuan horns lowered. Concentrating, Grey lashed out with his sword, tearing open a swirling black rip in reality before him in response.

I nearly stumbled in shock, as I was climbing over the rubble of the shattered barricade.

Grey had just created a miniature black hole.

The crystalline bulls were unable to stop their charge in time and rushed headfirst into the singularity. They were instantly torn apart, shredded and stretched into nothingness in the blink of an eye. With a glint in eye that I could see from where I was, Grey gestured with his sword, sending the black hole spiraling in the Warden’s direction like a discus.

The Warden didn’t flinch. Baring his teeth, he instantly conjured up a bizarre edifice of four large crystalline hoops, set in a row before him in the path of the dark star barreling his way. When the black hole reached the hoops and began to go through them, it slowed down each time it passed through one, destabilizing more and more as it did so. By the time it had reached Warden Leonard, it was little more than a wisp of black smoke. He waved it away nonchalantly, causing Grey to visibly cluck his tongue.

I shook my head, turning away from the fight. I didn’t have time for lollygagging. Instead, I crouched on top of the barricade and focused on the fight between the crew of the Thorny Reef and the rest of the Guard forces. Honestly, it looked like they were tearing them apart. I think Bella’s crew was just stronger than McGill’s. At the very least, they were fully outfitted and not weakened from a stint in a horrific prison.

Still, not even they were my main focus. I needed to find out where Honoka was. From the slight movement of the indistinct form crouched next to mine, I could tell that Sylvia was scanning the battlefield as well.

I think Sylvia and I saw it at the same moment, from the nudge that I felt on my shoulder.

A door, set into the wall of the far left corner of the hall. It was just to the left of the shattered main gate and was oddly being secured by a group of Guards. However, they were pretty occupied by fending off a familiar trio of pirates from Bella’s crew. Curloch, Morlow, and Laryn.

Well, that was better than nothing. We’d start there.

Nodding in the direction of Sylvia’s blur, the both of us cautiously started creeping onto the other side of the hall. Near the barricade, the fighting was thin on the ground. It was only once you got closer to the destroyed gate that it picked up. We had to be more careful over here. Still, by sticking close to the wall, Sylvia and I were able to cautiously creep in that direction.

We were in sight of the fight occurring between the trio and the guards now. The three of them were doing a valiant job of taking care of the guards, but they weren’t making any headway to getting through them.

Well, I guess we need to change that.

I reached out and cast Grasping Roots, targeting the Guard that Curloch was fighting. The legs of the Guard were instantly encased in thorny wood that dug straight through the chainmail of his leg armor. He cried out in surprised pain, dropping his guard.

Curloch didn’t question his good fortune. He instantly moved in, and lopped the Guard’s head off with the oddly oversized hand scythe he was using as a weapon. He did briefly look around for who had helped him, but shrugged when he didn’t spot me. Curloch moved on, ambushing the guard that Laryn was already knocking around with a quarterstaff.

Seeing that the pirates were beating their compatriots, the last two Guards in front of the door abandoned their post to join the fight.

That was our chance.

I sprinted across the short distance to the unsecured door, Sylvia hot on my heels. When I reached it, I barely slowed down before throwing open the door wide.

That was a mistake.

Honoka was in the small room, all right. I could see her manacled form slumped over in a chair on the far side of it, seemingly still unconscious. However, that wasn’t the only person inside.

Standing in the center of the room was a massive man in full plate armor, with an equally massive greatsword bared in front of him. I could see the man’s eyes narrow in a smirk through the slit in his helm.

“Fool,” He rumbled, voice echoing oddly. The man pointed his blade in my direction and cast some kind of Skill.

A visible wave of force barreled my way.

My eyes widened, too late to react.

            

    
        Chapter 118 - Armored Force

    
    
    
    
                I went flying, knocked off my feet from the force of the blast. Dazed, I felt myself impact the stone of the floor several feet away from the doorway. As if from a great distance, I could hear the cacophony of battle all around me.

I blinked one eye slowly, and then the other. Something dripped over my eye as I did so. Slowly, I reached up to wipe it away. When I did so and looked at my hand through blurred eyes, I saw red.

Oh.

Fumblingly, I reached for the small pouch I kept on my waist that held my potions. I had given away most of them to Aurum earlier, but I still had a handful. With a shaky hand, I pulled one out and popped the cork without even checking which kind it was. Still lying on the floor, I threw it back.

I think I passed out then, as the world went dark and silent.

Seconds later, I snapped back awake with a flood of adrenaline. Panicked, I sat up, groping around for my spear and looking around wildly. What the hell had happened? Where was Sylvia?

Where was the guy that had attacked us?

I found both of them.

Sylvia was fighting a desperate battle not far from my position. I must not have been out of it for long, as the rest of the hall was still locked in combat. However, it wasn’t going very well for her.

Sylvia was losing.

Her build wasn’t suited for straight-up fights. Sylvia was geared towards hit-and-run tactics with plenty of illusionary trickery thrown in. She wasn’t made for desperate combat against a large, well-armored opponent. As I watched, she desperately tried to parry a sweeping blow from the armored figure’s greatsword with her much smaller short sword. She was nearly thrown off her feet as well from the force of the blow, stumbling in place. Desperately, I could see her try and cast some form of illusion to try and retreat, only to need to dodge out of the way of a follow-up strike when he shook it off.

I was reminded that Syliva was probably not much more than twenty or thirty levels higher than I was. Not everybody had my odd advantage of getting levels from opponents that weren’t monsters.

I needed to help her.

I don’t know where my spear had gone. It must have gone flying off somewhere into the chaos of the battlefield. Luckily, I still had my spare. I drew it, while at the same time pointing at the armored man. Hopefully, this would work again.

Grasping Roots.

My thorny, blood-red roots erupted from the stone of the hall floor, twining around the man’s armored legs. Unfortunately, they were unable to penetrate his plate. He was momentarily startled but simply stopped in place for a moment to kick the roots off of him.

That was enough for Sylvia.

She dived away from the man’s position, and immediately cast her invisibility veil, vanishing from sight. The man clucked his tongue in disappointment, shaking his head briefly.

He then turned in my direction.

Slowly, I stood up from the crouched position I had assumed. As I did so, I assumed the dagger-based combat stance Azarus had taught me all those months ago. I didn’t want to extend my spare weapon just yet. Unfortunately, I was aware that this guy wasn’t a good match-up for me as well. I was more suited for ambush tactics than straight combat. The Scintillant Blade might be meant for piercing defenses, but that didn’t extend to armor. It was only effective at piercing System-borne defenses. It wouldn’t be of much help against full plate. However, I had some advantages that she didn’t.

Sylvan Vigor must have faded from its low usage state when I was unconscious, so I ratcheted it up to half. At the same time, I reactivated Thorn Cloak for the extra protection.

Let’s do this.

I had the idea of a plan.

I think.

A chuckle echoed out of the armored man’s helmet. “Come on then, boy,” He said mockingly, raising his greatsword into a stance and setting his feet wide. “If you think you’re hard enough.”

I sneered, unseen in the shadows of my thorny hood.

I’ll make you regret that, bastard.

I sprang at the man, faster than I think he was expecting from me. In the split second before I reached him, I saw his eyes widen slightly. However, that didn’t keep him from instantly reacting with a powerful horizontal swing aimed at bisecting me at the waist.

I fell backwards into a slide, feeling the rush of wind just over my head before the blade could touch me. I slid through the opening of the man’s open legs, emerging out behind him. Instantly, I flung myself up into the air, facing the man’s back and pointing one hand at him. I cast my best hope of piercing this man’s armor.

Poisonthorn Shot.

My poisonous thorn erupted from my hand and impacted the rounded surface of the man’s steel breastplate. Unfortunately, it didn’t stick. The thorn itself bounced off of the hardened surface of the armor. However…

Some of the corrosive poison did stick, beginning to slowly bubble on the surface.

I allowed myself a brief smirk, before springing back instantly once I touched down. I was just in time to avoid the diagonal slash that the man sent my way as he spun in place.

As we faced each other, I could tell that the man was taking me more seriously from the way his visible eyes were narrowed in my direction.

That was…kind of mixed bag, honestly. With my poison weakening his armor, I think I had a shot at piercing it from his back. But the armored man was wary now. It was going to be hard for me to reach his back.

Luckily, I wasn’t actually fighting alone.

Suddenly, the man jerked in surprise and swung his blade into a blocking position, facing his left. However, nothing was coming at him from that direction. Instead, Sylvia materialized on his right.

She had sheathed her short sword, and in her hands, she held a battered warhammer no doubt scavenged from the battlefield.

So that’s where she had gone.

She gripped it in both hands and swung it as hard as she could at the back of the man’s armored knee. He let out a muffled grunt of surprise, sinking to the knee Sylvia had bashed in. It didn’t seem like she had managed to wound him, just dent his armor in. The man didn’t go down without a fight, however.

Reaching out swiftly, he grabbed the haft of Sylvia’s hammer and yanked her closer, rocketing his head forward at the same time. The armored man delivered a brutal headbutt to the Sculpted woman, causing her to stagger backward, dazed.

The man struggled onto both feet and raised his greatsword in a chopping motion aimed at my friend. Sylvia was going to be too punch drunk to react in time to avoid the blow.

I instantly ratcheted Sylvan Vigor up to max, and shot towards the man’s turned back. Both to save Sylvia and to strike the man’s turned back and end this.

However, for the second time today, I fell for his trap.

When I got in striking range of the man, he instantly spun around in one smooth motion. As he did so, he angled the flat of his blade in my direction and swung the greatsword, bashing me away with it. Once again, I flew away from the man. Luckily though, I didn’t hit my head on the stone floor again.

That didn’t help me much.

Before I could scramble back to my feet, I felt a heavy armored one crush down onto my chest. The man had swiftly advanced on my position and pinned me down under one of his armored boots. Looking up, I found the man had raised his greatsword into a chopping position once again, this time aimed at my neck.

My eyes widened.

“Bad luck, boy,” The man said smugly, tightening his grip on the hilt of his greatsword. “Try again in another life.” The blade of his weapon erupted into a swirling haze of crimson power that roiled up and down its length. With a shout, he swung it down at me.

I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to watch the instrument of my demise.

However, something odd happened then.

I heard a high-pitched bark.

And then….a crash of sizzling energy

I opened my eyes tentatively, to find that the man’s burning red blade had been stopped from removing my head by something unexpected.

A shimmering, swirling shield of pure, blue-green Aether.

I blinked, looking up to meet the stunned gaze of the man who had nearly killed me. His eyes shifted to somewhere behind my head. I followed them, amazed that I was still alive.

It was Fade. He was, somehow, standing behind me.

My pet Spirit wolf was crouched behind my head, snarling in what looked to be concentration. The thin stretch of skin that had been covering his nascent horns had torn away, revealing small, fresh ones no longer than my pinky finger.

They were glowing the same color as the shield that had saved my life.

Before either of us could react to the insane sight of a spell-casting wolf, Fade took a visibly deep breath. Once he had filled his lungs to capacity, he barked again.

This one was different.

It was like a deafening wall of Aether-laden sound exploded from the tiny wolf in visible waves. They washed over my form harmlessly, aside from the volume, but visibly drove the man standing over me away. He staggered back, raising his hands to clutch fruitlessly at his ears hidden by his helmet. He was screaming I think, but I couldn’t really hear anything after the deafening noise of Fade’s bark. The man was still clutching his sword, and under my astonished gaze, the red haze on it winked out.

In fact, all mystical abilities died out.

As the waves of sound echoed out from our position, all evidence of either Skills or Magic fizzled out across the entire hall. Some combatants instantly died when they found their defensive skills useless, but the raucous fighting mostly slowed to a halt in confusion. Those closest to our position, either ally or enemy, clutched at their ears in pain from a noise that hadn’t really hurt me.

They sure seemed to be in pain, though. Even Sylvia seemed like she was being affected by whatever Fade was doing, driven down to one knee from the force of it.

In the distance, I could see the bubble shield that Grey and the Warden were fighting in die out momentarily, and then wink back into being.

I lay there stunned for a moment, watching as the armored man staggered above me in pain before reality stepped in.

He wasn’t going to be stunned forever.

The shield protecting me winked out at the same time that the glow on Fade’s horns did. Exhausted, the pup staggered in place before flopping onto the stone below.

I felt a surge of adrenaline flow through me. This was my chance.

I activated Sylvan Vigor at full strength again, grateful that at the very least my own Skills were working. At the same time, I slammed the hilt of the dagger still clutched in my right hand into the stone beneath me and pressed the activation switch. I kept an iron grip on my spear as I was rocketed into the air, clutching it like it was a pole vault. At the height of my impromptu jump, I pivoted in midair, floating ever so briefly above and behind the armored man hunched over in pain and clutching his helmet.

I activated The Scintillant Blade.

And dove.

My burning blade, combined with my full weight, punched straight through the weakened steel of the man’s back breastplate with a screeching noise. I felt it as my spear blade punched through his chest and exited the other side to lodge into the stone below.

I had pinned the man who had nearly killed both Syliva and me to the floor like an insect.

As I crouched on the man’s back, suspended on my own spear, I felt him go limp below me.

Something entirely unexpected happened then.

I felt my racial talents, lodged deep into my soul, begin to resonate in a way that was familiar to me. In a way that I hadn’t felt since I had killed Magnus, all those months ago.

I felt it, as the long-dormant hidden portion of Hidden Amidst the Spheres came alive once more. The well built up, and then surged.

Something came loose from the dead man below me, and entered my Status.

I knew what that meant, by now.

I had stolen another Skill.

            
