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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’VE ALWAYS loved winter. What kid doesn’t love snow, festive markets, or sledding down hills? I’m reminded of times I ran home and warmed myself by the fire after tuckering myself out playing in the yard. Frosty winds raging out the window, I would sit in my dad’s big wide armchair with my feet outstretched toward a crackling log. Slowly savoring every sip of mom’s honey decoction from the ceramic mug warming my hands. Taking in the red and orange little tongues of flame lapping up the walls of the fireplace giving me a sense of tranquility and protection. 
 
      
 
    But alas, all that was in another life. 
 
      
 
    Over the last few days, my relationship to winter had changed drastically. Cold as a dog, deep snowbanks, wind so biting it chilled the very marrow in my bones – I hated winter. 
 
      
 
    Nearer midday, we came down into a valley, then made west through a sparse forest. Every two or three hours I had to call for a break. The snow was over knee-high and the wind was strong, draining my energy supply fairly quickly. 
 
      
 
    At our first break I wanted to gulp down some potion of satiety, but I saw my Regeneration at work and concluded my body was coping just fine on its own. 
 
      
 
    While I slowly lumbered from tree to tree like an old tortoise, Mee was playing the role of scout atop the harn’s back. Gorgie didn’t even seem to notice the snowdrifts. As I watched him take long leaps and move among the trees, I checked his supply and turned green with envy. All that activity was costing the harn just under fifteen percent of his energy. And his maxed-out animal regeneration fairly quickly made up for the loss. 
 
      
 
    The sun was already drooping toward the horizon when Mee brought tidings of an interesting discovery. 
 
      
 
    “I found a place to spend the night!” he said when the harn stopped two steps away from me. 
 
      
 
    “Is it far?” I asked with hope in my voice. 
 
      
 
    “It’s right around the corner,” the gremlin answered and, smiling, added: 
 
      
 
    “Chop-chop! You’re gonna like it!” 
 
      
 
    What he called “right around the corner” stretched into an over two-hour-long slog. Part of the time, I was just eking by with the last of my strength. Gorgie literally dragged me to the place Mee claimed I was going to like. Really, to be frank, at that very second I didn’t give a crap. All I could think about was finding anywhere I could lie down and shut my eyes. A-hem... The snowfall had given me a clear indication of just how physically weak I was. I have to raise my Strength and Endurance if, of course, I ever get the chance. 
 
      
 
    After somehow limping my way to the forest edge I finally caught a glimpse of the place Mee had chosen for us to spend the night. And Bug take me, the gremlin was right! I did like it! 
 
      
 
    My icy shivering lips spontaneously spread into a happy smile. Today, for the first time in many days, I’ll be sleeping with a roof over my head. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was a small log hut around seven paces long and five wide. Short but looked quite spacious. The small doors were tightly barricaded with old boards. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like nobody has been here for a long time,” I commented wearily. 
 
      
 
    “Hrn,” Gorgie backed me up, using his right paw to tear down the gray boards like sheets of paper 
 
      
 
    “Y’know, I wonder who could live in such a lonely spot?” Mee muttered. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a temporary shelter. Hunters spend the night here when they’re out for game.” 
 
      
 
    When the last board had been torn away and the door was open, we went inside. Mee lit a wicker lamp and raised it over his head. It gave off plenty faint light for me to see the insides of the hut. 
 
      
 
    Not a single window. A step away from the door, at the right wall, there’s a small stove. A bit farther are a table and two chairs. To the left – a wide ramshackle cot made up with old rags and furs. A few empty shelves on the walls. Clearly, the owner had long since abandoned this hut and taken everything of value. Habitually activating Sixth Sense, I didn’t detect anything magical. Heh... As if there could be any doubt... 
 
      
 
    I guess they never settled in for too long. First thing’s first, we got rid of the table and chairs – Gorgie was bigger now and needed more room. While I dragged old rags and half decayed furs outside, wheezing like a centenarian, Mee got a fire started in the little stove. Thankfully the former owner had left a bit of wood stacked against the wall. A deep bow for that. 
 
      
 
    The gremlin figured out how the stove worked fairly quickly. Honestly, he did have to clamber up onto the roof of the hut to clear out the choked-up flue, but soon enough we had a cheery little fire going. 
 
      
 
    We ate the remainder of the elk Gorgie hunted for us the day before and finally lay down to sleep. But then I ran into another roadblock. Despite the grueling day and filling dinner, sleep just wouldn’t come. That was a very rare occurrence for me. I may as well have been ready to keel over I was so tired, but my brain refused to shut down. 
 
      
 
    In fact, there were many alarming thoughts about the future twirling around in my head. I was thinking about the heavy burden of the debtor’s oath hanging over me. I was worrying about Mee who, alas, could not be hidden with an amulet like Gorgie could. I was mulling over the strange disappearance of my brother and the rest of his troop. You don’t exactly need fifteen points of Mind to see that the whole thing stunk to high heaven. Something’s telling me I’m sure to land myself in hot water if I start looking for him. 
 
      
 
    Mee’s quiet voice distracted me from the dismal thoughts. Seemingly, the Gremlin couldn’t sleep either. 
 
      
 
    “Rick? You asleep?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope.” 
 
      
 
    Mee fell silent for a moment as if gathering his thoughts, then went on: 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about that portal for the last few days. What do you think happened to the hunters that used to watch over the Tree? Why did whoever buried Err the Cold abandon the fort? After all, shouldn’t they have carried on their fallen comrade’s cause?” 
 
      
 
    I gave a slight frown and stroked my chin. To be frank, I wasn’t expecting Mee to start talking about that. Although what was I surprised about? The fourteen Mind points had changed my familiar a good deal. He often touches on complex topics now. 
 
      
 
    “Well, y’know, I’m a monster hunter too. But as you can see, I’m not exactly burning with desire to ‘carry on my fallen comrade’s cause.’” 
 
      
 
    “Your case is different,” Mee objected. “One might say you were inducted, hmm, not of your own free will. If you stuck around to defend the fort on your own, that would be true folly. And suicide, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you hinting at something?” I asked, intrigued. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what if whoever buried Err weren’t his friends?” 
 
      
 
    “Curious. But what about the nice dedication over the crypt door?” 
 
      
 
    “A tribute to a strong enemy,” Mee easily parried. “Or mockery. I’m more inclined to believe they weren’t hunters at all and buried Err alive.” 
 
      
 
    Now that really woke me up. I have to admit, such thoughts had also come to my mind but, at the time, I waved them off like bothersome flies. To be frank, I didn’t give a crap about things that had taken place long before my birth and which had no impact on my fate. But given Mee had come to the same conclusion as I had, it was worth listening to what he had to say. 
 
      
 
    “As for the burial, I suppose I have to agree,” I answered. “Err must have been interred while still alive. No matter who did it, they couldn’t have simply left a highly valuable artifact behind. And an ephemeral belt obviously has great worth. I wonder how they were able to overcome one of the most powerful mages of his day. After all, the Great System won’t have mentioned some nobody in its achievement messages.” 
 
      
 
    “It was probably a mage no weaker than Err, and perhaps a few of them,” the gremlin shared his theory. “And they used some powerful spell Err couldn’t stand up against. Or maybe that crypt was no tomb at all, but instead some elaborate magical cage? That’s actually where my second guess comes from. They didn’t belong to your order.” 
 
      
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
      
 
    “They left the armory untouched.” 
 
      
 
    “Or do you think they’re maybe so powerful that Blots and Ticks didn’t merit their attention?” 
 
      
 
    “Unlikely,” Mee said with doubt in his voice. “After all, I’m sure you understand those elixirs are quite rare and effective. In fact, the whole problem lies in reputation. Or to be more accurate, the lack of it. And the armory didn’t only have Blots...” 
 
      
 
    “I agree, a strong mage and hunter having a reputation below five hundred makes no sense,” I said, thoughtfully rubbing my brow. “And the idea they wouldn’t have had the tokens makes no sense either.” 
 
      
 
    “Err probably had more than enough,” Mee added. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe it was orcs?” 
 
      
 
    “Unlikely,” Mee waved it off. “They’re nothing but scavengers. They used the portal without fully understanding what they were dealing with. I remember seeing Sarkhaat run away when you unleashed that spell. And he, as I already said, is one of the most powerful shamans on the steppe. I’m sure Err the Cold could have easily dealt with someone like Sarkhaat. Yeah what am I even saying...? He could have taken down all five Elect, for that matter. No. We’re talking about someone of a higher caliber.” 
 
      
 
    I remembered Master Chi’s grisly end and a swarm of ants automatically started marching up my spine. 
 
      
 
    Mee, as if having guessed what I was thinking, said: 
 
      
 
    “You know Rick, I don’t think you should let anyone see your artifacts where we’re going. And you’d better keep quiet about belonging to the order, too. If I think back on everything you told me about the ghost in the caverns, and add our guesses about Err, the hunters must have been fighting more than just monsters from other worlds. They must have had another enemy. And if you consider the fact that nobody has heard anything about that conflict, your order must have lost that war, and a very long time ago at that.” 
 
      
 
    I heard the gremlin out and started thinking hard. He’s undoubtedly right. The foxman was the only hunter I’d ever met, and he was a ghost. Sly mentioned a nascent conflict between the order and the political establishment, but that was a long time ago. So long ago that, in those times, the Dead Ocean was called the Lilac Ocean while the Dark Continent was known as the Amberlands. 
 
      
 
    I have no doubt that Fort Stout is a later structure, which means the conflict was not quelled. Quite the opposite in fact – it gradually grew into a war and the victors made sure no one would ever find out about the hunters again. 
 
      
 
    “By the way,” the gremlin distracted me from the heavy thoughts. “I’ve been meaning to ask. What do you think – did the person who sent you into the caverns know about the ancient city?” 
 
      
 
    “Skorx? Unlikely... He’s convinced he’s searching for a temple of the departed. But as for Bardan, his master, he probably has some idea. Heh... At first, I was sure the Marked One was acting alone. Naive. But now I understand that Bardan is in complete control of the search operation. Yeah, what am I even saying...? It’s plain to see that he’s the one who started it.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s probably a very dangerous person,” Mee said both affirmatively and inquisitively. 
 
      
 
    “And influential,” I added. “We’d better keep our distance.” 
 
      
 
    “Then how do you intend to rid yourself of the oath?” Mee asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered thoughtfully and added, trying to make my voice sound more confident: “But I’m sure we’ll think of something. The main thing will be getting to Orchus.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    DESPITE MY EXHAUSTION the day before, I awoke before sunup feeling very well rested. The big dinner and good sleep in a warm room plus my Regeneration and the level-six Lair I put up for the night all played their part. 
 
      
 
    I checked the remaining active time of the spell. Just under five hours. I compared that to the ability’s description. 
 
      
 
    - Gulper’s Lair 
 
      
 
    - Level: 1+5 (0/30). 
 
      
 
    - Type: Active ability. 
 
      
 
    - Rarity: Common. 
 
      
 
    - Description: 
 
      
 
    - A Gulper can create a temporary shelter in an appropriate location such as a secluded cave or hidden amongst large stones. Using magic, it weaves a web around itself which provides both defense and a kind of alarm system. 
 
      
 
    - Effect: 
 
      
 
    - Absorbs 2500 units of damage. 
 
      
 
    - Creator is alerted to unauthorized entry. 
 
      
 
    - +35 life every 10 minutes (while inside). 
 
      
 
    - +35 mana every 10 minutes (while inside). 
 
      
 
    - +35 energy every 10 minutes (while inside). 
 
      
 
    - Requirements: 
 
      
 
    - Intellect – 6. 
 
      
 
    - Expends 60 mana points. 
 
      
 
    - Note: 
 
      
 
    - Duration: 11 hours. 
 
      
 
    - Radius: 26 feet. 
 
      
 
    Ava’s Bracelet works wonders! So that means if we stay here for five more hours, every supply will get a top-off of approximately a thousand points. Honestly, all my supplies, along with the mana crystals, are filled to the brim. I suppose Gorgie and Mee must be looking about the same. By the way, where are they? 
 
      
 
    Tearing myself from reading, I lifted my head. There was nobody inside the hut. Looks like they ran out to do some hunting. 
 
      
 
    The door opened precisely as I, sitting on the edge of the cot, was pulling on my second shoe. Mee was standing in the doorway. Glancing at his grim countenance, I quickly hopped up. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not gonna like it,” the gremlin replied and sighed heavily. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I thought we got away from them,” I grumbled in annoyance. 
 
      
 
    “It’s the Black Foxes,” Mee said quietly, standing next to me. “I didn’t see their yurts with the main warband.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you implying that those orcs have been in control of this valley a long time?” 
 
      
 
    We were standing on the edge of a glade and watching two steppe dwellers go about their business on a fairly broad meadow a hundred paces away from us. Mee covered all three of us with a dome of invisibility so we could take a look calmly without really having to hide. 
 
      
 
    It was a travelling camp consisting of a few tents and yurts. Based on the befoulment of the surrounding area, the ugly bastards set up camp here a long time ago. 
 
      
 
    To be frank, we didn’t much need the dome. The orcs clearly thought these lands were already under control of the horde. They were behaving in a way that was, to my eye, extremely careless. We didn’t see any sentries. It seems they’re relying on the keen senses of the two wargs snoring like bumps on a log next to the largest yurt, which is located at the opposite end of the camp. 
 
      
 
    Honestly, something was still bothering me. This was all happening just a few hours’ walk from our hut. For wargs that isn’t even a long way. We’re lucky the wind was blowing toward us all night, otherwise the smell of our smoke would have invited guests. 
 
      
 
    I looked where we came from. Basically no smoke. Before leaving, I’d checked the stove. Over the night, the five dry logs had burned very quickly. All that was left by morning were some gray little coals. 
 
      
 
    “That was exactly what Randy and Bruni warned us about when they mentioned orc scouts,” Mee said. Then he asked uncomprehendingly: “I can’t understand. Why are your rulers not doing anything? And the warriors that abandoned you? I’d have thought there were many such troops around here.” 
 
      
 
    “No, brother,” I shook my head. “In my heart I feel that we won’t be seeing any of the local ruler’s soldiers any time soon. Or any commoners for that matter. It’s safe to say they all have gone west. Closer to the large and well-fortified cities. And as for the company we encountered. I saw the way Tom and the others reacted when they heard who was in front of them. They are rangers. And they were probably here to complete a particular mission. People like that don’t put themselves in harm’s way without good reason.” 
 
      
 
    “That much I already figured out,” Mee agreed peevishly. “They abandoned you just like that. Without a second thought.” 
 
      
 
    In response I just waved it off as if to say it was already behind us. All my thoughts had turned to a different issue. I leaned my right shoulder on the nearest tree and asked thoughtfully: 
 
      
 
    “Is there any way to tell a shaman’s yurt apart?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Mee answered. “And there aren’t any here.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes things easier,” I muttered. 
 
      
 
    Seemingly it finally reached the gremlin. He turned sharply and looked me in the eyes. 
 
      
 
    “What scheme have you cooked up now?” 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” I answered with a question. “We’re going to attack.” 
 
      
 
    When he heard that, Gorgie gave a snarl of approval and impatiently started shifting from one foot to the other. 
 
      
 
    “After all, you must understand that, based on the number of yurts, there should be many more orcs,” Mee objected, frowning. “At least three times more. They’re all riders. Not one warrior below level twenty. The others could return at any minute.” 
 
      
 
    I took a heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t actually want to fight. And I’m just as afraid as you are. But we’re bound to cross paths with these orcs now. You must understand that already.” 
 
      
 
    Mee looked grimly down at the snow and followed the tracks back toward our hut with a thoughtful gaze. He breathed a heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    “You’re right,” he muttered. “They’ll find our tracks sooner or later. Should we lure those two out or walk into the camp under a Dome like that other time?” 
 
      
 
    “Better lure them out,” I answered. “Who knows what kind of surprises they left around the camp. They couldn’t really be that careless, right?” 
 
      
 
    Mee nodded and smiled for the first time: 
 
      
 
    “Then we can follow their very tracks into camp. There’ll probably be something worth our while there.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It all unfolded fairly easily and even casually. All I had to do was show myself to the orcs and, pretending to be scared, hide amongst the trees. Then they started loudly squealing and whooping with glee, jumped onto their wargs and tore off after me. 
 
      
 
    After I’d lured them a bit deeper into the glade, I stopped. Continuing to feign confusion and fear, breathing heavily, I got down on one knee. The orcs started squealing all the louder and quickened their pace. It seems they’re competing with one another. No weaponry in their hands. They want to take me alive. I would be the slave of whichever one grabs me first. 
 
      
 
    I checked Ram. Optimal distance – time to strike. I let the loudmouths get a hair closer and activated my spell. 
 
      
 
    — You have attacked Orc Rider (20). 
 
      
 
    — You have dealt 243 damage! 
 
      
 
    — You have attacked Orc Rider (20). 
 
      
 
    — You have dealt 278 damage! 
 
      
 
    — You have attacked Steppe Warg (18). 
 
      
 
    — You have dealt 215 damage! 
 
      
 
    — You have attacked Steppe Warg (18). 
 
      
 
    — You have dealt 207 damage! 
 
      
 
    Neither the orcs nor wargs were wearing any amulets. They had clearly fallen on hard times. The lilac wave of my spell easily sent the riders flying back a few yards like straw dolls and left them frozen stiff with their appendages stuck out awkwardly. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie and Mee appeared from invisibility and rushed forward. Thanks to Ava’s amulet, Ram had undergone an amazing transformation. 
 
      
 
    - Gulper’s Shattering Ram. 
 
      
 
    - Level: 1+5 (0/30). 
 
      
 
    - Type: Spell. 
 
      
 
    - Rarity: Common. 
 
      
 
    - Description: 
 
      
 
    - Using magic, Gulpers can ram their targets with great force. 
 
      
 
    - Effect: 
 
      
 
    - Deals 345 damage. 
 
      
 
    - Sends enemy flying back a few yards, stunning them for 40 seconds. 
 
      
 
    - Requirements: 
 
      
 
    - Intellect – 4. 
 
      
 
    - Expends 40 mana points. 
 
      
 
    - Note: 
 
      
 
    - Cooldown time: 5 sec. 
 
      
 
    - Range: 43 feet. 
 
      
 
    - Radius of effect: 10 feet. 
 
      
 
    Forty seconds of stun is an eternity compared to what it used to be! Gorgie was accustomed to taking down enemies quicker than that, which the Great System informed me of right away. 
 
      
 
    — You have killed Orc Rider (20). 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (4000). 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (10). 
 
      
 
    — You have killed Steppe Warg (18). 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (3600). 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (10). 
 
      
 
    — You have killed Steppe Warg (18). 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (3600). 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (10). 
 
      
 
    — You have killed Orc Rider (20). 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (4000). 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (10). 
 
      
 
    While Mee hurriedly searched the corpses, Gorgie launched off in the direction of the camp, not tarrying for a single second. To scout out the situation. A minute later, we heard him snarl. All clear. 
 
      
 
    The temporary orcish settlement greeted us with a terrible stench. I even started tearing up. And to think I was worried someone would smell the smoke from our little stove. 
 
      
 
    I looked around in disgust. A real pigsty. I glanced at Mee. He shrugged his shoulders and briefly explained: 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t bring any slaves, so there’s nobody to clean up after them.” And then, smiling, he pointed around with his hand and added: “If they took you prisoner, you’d have had lots to do.” 
 
      
 
    Snorting back, I activated Sixth Sense. The improved ability immediately showed three sources of magical emanations. 
 
      
 
    “The first and juiciest is in the big yurt,” I started enumerating to the gremlin, who was listening carefully. “The second is in that tent there. And the third is on the edge of camp. Where should we start?” 
 
      
 
    Flashing simultaneous smiles, we hurried toward the largest yurt without a word. Gorgie, done with investigating the camp, gave a warning snarl and dashed toward the glade. As if to say there’s lots of good meat going to waste. 
 
      
 
    As I entered the yurt, I winced and covered my nose. Well, well. Now here’s a stench! How can you live in such shit?! 
 
      
 
    Mee didn’t even sniff, accustomed after many years of this. 
 
      
 
    I checked the mini-map and pointed toward the far wall of the yurt. 
 
      
 
    “There. Underground.” 
 
      
 
    The gremlin took out his knife, quickly hopped over where I pointed and started digging hurriedly. I walked up closer and peeked over his shoulder. Before two minutes had passed, the Great System pleased me with a message: 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You have discovered a simple hiding spot! 
 
      
 
    ― Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (15). 
 
      
 
    — Clay tablet of Mind. 
 
      
 
    — Clay tablet “Hiding Spot Pillager.” 
 
      
 
    — Clay tablet of Observation. 
 
      
 
    Based on the way Mee froze for a moment, I wasn’t the only one who got that message. A moment later, the gremlin lowered a hand into the hiding spot and took out a small leather bag. He stood to his feet and extended it to me. 
 
      
 
    I gave it a bit of thought, undid the drawstrings and glanced inside. The more I read the description of the contents, the wider the smile crept across my face. I glanced at Mee. He was also smiling happily. 
 
      
 
    ― Small mana crystal (1). 
 
      
 
    ― Gold tablet (1). 
 
      
 
    ― Bone ring of agility (1). 
 
      
 
    ― Clay tablet of Strength (158). 
 
      
 
    ― Clay tablet of Agility (246). 
 
      
 
    ― Stone tablet of Strength (24). 
 
      
 
    ― Stone tablet of Speed (38). 
 
      
 
    Beyond that there were a few gold and silver coins. 
 
      
 
    I popped the contents of the bag into my backpack. 
 
      
 
    Not wasting time, we got out of the yurt and headed for the next spot. 
 
      
 
    There was no hiding spot in this tent. The thing emanating magical energy was none other than a defensive amulet. It was lying on a fur bed and covered with a dirty rag. Based on the dull glow, it had practically no mana left in it. 
 
      
 
    Taking the bone bauble in my hands I tossed it into my backpack without reading the description. We don’t have much time. We can look at our trophies later. 
 
      
 
    But alas, the third spot disappointed. On the edge of the camp, the magic marker looked like a blot with magical threads stretching away from it in different directions. Looks like some kind of trap or alarm system. Which I told the gremlin standing next to me. 
 
      
 
    “Then let’s get out of here,” he suggested. “I know we haven’t checked the rest of the tents, but I’d prefer to just leave as quick as we can.” 
 
      
 
    I just nodded in silence, agreeing, and we ran toward the glade where Gorgie was filling his stomach with warg meat. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    For the next seven hours, I plodded along without stopping or taking a rest. I was not being stingy with potions of satiety either – we had to get far, far away from the orc camp. Beyond that, every hour Mee would roll one of his Waves of Healing over me, increasing my regeneration by thirty points. 
 
      
 
    My speed, alas, was not improved. But the waves kept my energy supply topped off at all times. I don’t know how this barbaric treatment of my body will end but I’m sure that all my muscles will have something to say about it tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    Initially I wanted to keep going all night because I didn’t feel particularly tired. But when the sun went down, the leaden sky broke forth into an abundant snowfall. Then an hour later, a strong wind came nipping at the snowfall’s heels and whipped it up into a blizzard. 
 
      
 
    We got a lucky break, though – the inclement weather caught up to us right when Gorgie found a convenient ravine to spend the night. Despite the icy wind burning my skin and the snowfall forming a solid wall in every direction, I was smiling happily. The blizzard would eliminate all our tracks. 
 
      
 
    It turned out impossible to pitch our tent properly. So the three of us wriggled into our tent case as if it were some great sack and, pressed up snug against one another, sat still listening to the storm bellowing outside. 
 
      
 
    ― You have created a Gulper’s Lair! 
 
      
 
    Mee’s last Wave was still active, so I still didn’t want to sleep. Instead I decided to review our loot. I started with the mana crystal. The stone’s description brought a smile to my face. A whole eight hundred points. Almost halfway full. By the way, it was thanks to that mana that we discovered the hiding spot. 
 
      
 
    Moving on. 
 
      
 
    — Gold tablet. 
 
      
 
    — Level: 1. 
 
      
 
    — Category: Characteristic. 
 
      
 
    — Effect: +3 to current progress in any characteristic. 
 
      
 
    — Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    As I read the description, I was mentally rubbing my hands together. An excellent tablet. No less valuable than a tablet of intellect. Not bound to any characteristic. I can’t even imagine how much money it might fetch. 
 
      
 
    Turning the gold sheet over in my hands, I gently returned it to my backpack and opened the next item’s description. 
 
      
 
    — Bone ring of Agility. 
 
      
 
    — Level: 6. 
 
      
 
    — Category: Simple. 
 
      
 
    — Agility +5. 
 
      
 
    — Durability – 52. 
 
      
 
    Oh! Now here’s a ring for my buddy Mee. I turned to share the good news with my brother but heard him snoring measuredly so figured I’d better wait until morning. 
 
      
 
    Setting the ring aside, I picked up the stone bauble we found in the second tent. 
 
      
 
    Magic Amulet of Defense. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 7. 
 
      
 
    ― Category: Rare. 
 
      
 
    ― Mana supply: 3/1000. 
 
      
 
    ― Magic shield: 3/1000. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! When its mana supply reaches 0, the amulet will disappear! 
 
      
 
    ― Durability – 3. 
 
      
 
    Hm, this was about the kind of thing I was imagining. I just needed a few more details to fully understand it. So this item magically converts one mana point into one point of defense? 
 
      
 
    I wonder why the orc was keeping such a useless doodad around. Three points of defense is basically nothing, after all. I doubt it could even withstand a single needle poke. 
 
      
 
    In response to my question, there came a brief System message I’d passed over while distracted by the amulet’s description. 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to refill the amulet’s mana supply? 
 
      
 
    So there’s the rub! The former owner was actually quite practical. They must have been saving the artifact for the next time they encountered a shaman. That’s probably a paid service. And it most likely doesn’t come cheap. Actually, that could be another way to earn a good keep. As soon as I get home, I’ll have to look into it in greater detail. 
 
      
 
    Returning to the System’s question, I gave my assent and saw a new message: 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to refill the amulet’s mana supply instantly? 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to refill the amulet’s mana supply over time? 
 
      
 
    Based on the second question, there’s no need to fill the supply to the brim. But it is preferable. The last Durability line must be there for a reason. 
 
      
 
    Well then? I have enough mana. I’ll go with “instantly.” This can give brother Mee some defense. After making up my mind, I immediately got a success notification. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see what that got us,” I whispered and opened the amulet’s description. 
 
      
 
    Magic amulet of Defense. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 7. 
 
      
 
    ― Category: Rare. 
 
      
 
    ― Mana supply: 1000/1000. 
 
      
 
    ― Magic shield: 1000/1000. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! When its mana supply reaches 0, the amulet will disappear! 
 
      
 
    ― Durability – 2. 
 
      
 
    That was basically what I thought. The artifact had two more charges left. 
 
      
 
    Yawning wide, I closed the System notification and turned my head toward my friends. Hehe... Unlike Mee, who was sleeping like a baby, Gorgie was patiently awaiting his portion of tablets. 
 
      
 
    I smiled and placed a hand on his scaled head. My loyal pal responded with a groan. 
 
      
 
    I opened my pet’s characteristics and spent a bit of time studying them in depth. Then, my head turned toward Gorgie, I asked: 
 
      
 
    “What do you say to us bringing your level up?” 
 
      
 
    The harn snorted back affirmatively as if to say it was long overdue. 
 
      
 
    “Then it’s agreed.” 
 
      
 
    — Attention! Your pet has reached level 12! 
 
      
 
    — Free characteristics: 3 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    AFTER GETTING the notification, the first thing I did was take a look at Gorgie’s magical ability. Alas, the ceiling hadn’t changed there. Maximum level two. Seems I guessed right – we’ll have to wait for the harn to hit level fifteen. The Great System had different laws for him – one spell improvement every five levels. But still I’ll give it another look later. The thing is that out of ignorance and, why hide it, pure oversight, we had already overlooked one such rank-up possibility for Mee. 
 
      
 
    It was the same day I gave the gremlin the iridescent tablet. After activating it, we tried to raise Wave of Healing to level two but were denied. The notification suggested that we raise his overall level to five. And we immediately did just that. But our calculations were off. For some reason, we both were under the impression that the gremlin’s skill increase system would work the same as the harn’s. And all we had to do was run a test. We had plenty of esses and silvers. 
 
      
 
    In the end, much later, Mee discovered our error. And after the memorable battle in Dry Gully, we corrected it. Overall, by poking and prodding and making mistakes, we established that magical abilities can be ranked up for gremlins starting at level three. Once every two levels. In other words, Mee’s next spell increase could have come at nine, not ten like we thought. 
 
      
 
    I had a catastrophic lack of knowledge. Sure, I had a certain amount of experience now but, if I’d known the spell improvement scheme earlier, I could have saved us a lot of stupid mistakes. What am I even saying!? Ever since my life got turned on its head, I had come to realize that I knew practically nothing about the world I inhabit. 
 
      
 
    Alas, in school we were taught little about magic. Practically nothing. And at home I didn’t particularly raise the topic either. The only thing I knew about how to become a mage was that you needed to get a tablet of intellect. And that was practically impossible so it followed that there was no reason to so much as mention what would come next. Although, who didn’t play dragon slayer as a kid? Who didn’t imagine themselves a great hero, most often brother warrior, more rarely brother hunter, killing a magical monster in glorious battle and receiving a tablet of intellect for the trouble? Every boy in my class dreamed of becoming a mage. I wonder what they would say now if they found out that their former classmate, crippled freak Eric Bergman, actually pulled it off. I smiled unwittingly. I’d like to see their stupid faces when they heard that news. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie’s impatient growl pulled me out of my pensive state. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, brother.” 
 
      
 
    I opened the harn’s characteristics again and, concentrating, asked: 
 
      
 
    “Well? As always, attack first, then defense? And don’t forget about little Mee. He needs to get beefed up, too.” 
 
      
 
    Under Gorgie’s stubborn gaze, I habitually put some of the silver tablets and the three bonus points into his attack skills. Then I brought Defense, Intuition, Wisdom, Animal Instinct and Regeneration to the max and, finally, looked admiringly at the result. 
 
      
 
    ― Ferocious Harn. 
 
      
 
    ― Name: Gorgie. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 12 (0/86000). 
 
      
 
    ― Status: Loyalty to master (permanent). 
 
      
 
    ― Mind: 1/1 
 
      
 
    ― Strength: 159/180 
 
      
 
    ― Agility: 158/180 
 
      
 
    ― Accuracy: 5.8/180 
 
      
 
    ― Intuition: 12/12 
 
      
 
    ― Wisdom: 24/24 
 
      
 
    ― Animal instinct: 24/24 
 
      
 
    ― Speed: 155/180 
 
      
 
    ― Flexibility: 58/180 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect: 110/120 
 
      
 
    ― Health: 110/120 
 
      
 
    ― Endurance: 110/120 
 
      
 
    ― Mana supply: 1150/1150 
 
      
 
    ― Life supply: 1150/1150 
 
      
 
    ― Energy supply: 1150/1150 
 
      
 
    ― Scale armor: 60/60 
 
      
 
    ― Defense: 600/600 
 
      
 
    ― Damage: +497.2…+1585.1 
 
      
 
    ― Bite: 60/60 
 
      
 
    ― Paw swipe: 60/60 
 
      
 
    ― Pounce: 12/12 
 
      
 
    ― Animal regeneration: 24/24 
 
      
 
    ― Hunter: 39/60 
 
      
 
    ― Fisher: 17.8/60 
 
      
 
    ― Resistance to Hexapod poison: 7/60 
 
      
 
    ― Thorntail’s Jump. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 2 (0/60). 
 
      
 
    Accuracy and Resistance to Hexapod poison were pretty far behind the other characteristics. But we discussed it and decided the former would only be necessary when Gorgie got a long-distance attack spell, while the latter was simply no longer relevant. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie gave a few muted snarls to let out his excess feelings, which naturally roused Mee. 
 
      
 
    “Morning so soon?” the gremlin asked, yawning. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” I muttered. “It’s just that a certain cave cat here just took a couple dozen tablets. And so, he’s expressing his joy.” 
 
      
 
    “Hrn,” Gorgie immediately chimed in to confirm. 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” Mee exclaimed. “Level twelve already! Congratulations, brother!” 
 
      
 
    Gorgie’s response was a purr of satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    “Seeing you’re already up,” I turned to Mee. “I’ve got some gifts for you.” 
 
      
 
    I extended him the ring, amulet and remaining tablets. Mee gave a happy snort and got straight to trying on his new stuff. 
 
      
 
    “Read the amulet description,” I warned. “There are a few peculiarities.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes. I know,” Mee called back. “I saw the way the orcs treat such amulets.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I nodded in the darkness. “When it gets down to thirty percent, give it to me to refill.” 
 
      
 
    After we discussed the optimal way to use his tablets, Mee activated Healing on himself and got to incorporating them. When the last silver dissolved into thin air, the gremlin switched right off. He’ll be fine by morning. Thanks to the Regeneration, he adapts much quicker and less painfully now. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at what we ended up with. 
 
      
 
    ― Steppe Gremlin. 
 
      
 
    ― Name: Mee. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 7 (0/35000). 
 
      
 
    ― Status: Loyalty to elder family member (permanent). 
 
      
 
    ― Mind: 14/14 
 
      
 
    ― Wisdom: 14/14 
 
      
 
    ― Strength:70/70 
 
      
 
    ― Agility: 72.6/70 
 
      
 
    ― Health: 70/70 
 
      
 
    ― Accuracy: 17.8/70 
 
      
 
    ― Speed: 41.4‬/70 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect: 70/70 
 
      
 
    ― Observation: 15.9/70 
 
      
 
    ― Endurance:70/70 
 
      
 
    ― Life supply:720/720 
 
      
 
    ― Energy supply:720/720 
 
      
 
    ― Mana supply:720/720 
 
      
 
    ― Skills and abilities: 
 
      
 
    ― Butchery:50/70 
 
      
 
    ― Knife proficiency: 17.5/70 
 
      
 
    ― Herbalism: 13.3/70 
 
      
 
    ― Hunter:2/70 
 
      
 
    ― Fisher:2/70 
 
      
 
    ― Rider: 21/70 
 
      
 
    ― Hiding spot maker: 0.3/70 
 
      
 
    ― Hiding spot pillager: 0.2/70 
 
      
 
    ― Wave of healing. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 3 (0/50). 
 
      
 
    ― Dome of invisibility. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 3 (0/50). 
 
      
 
    ― Potion making. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 0 (0/20). 
 
      
 
    ― Sling: 7/7 
 
      
 
    ― Magical defense: 1000/1000 
 
      
 
    In theory, all of Mee’s main figures were maxed out and, by and large, it was time to bring him up a level. His Agility in fact was a bit more than two over the ceiling with the ring. But Mee decided to spend a bit longer at seven to work on his other characteristics. 
 
      
 
    I checked through my backpack one last time just in case then read my friends’ figures and crashed down to sleep with a clean conscience. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Seven days had passed since we looted the orc camp. At first, I was constantly looking around with trepidation and expecting to see familiar slouching silhouettes among the trees or to hear the howls of wargs. But by the end of the seventh day, after the third snowfall that week, I was finally convinced that we had gotten away. 
 
      
 
    When we came upon a snowdrift, Mee voiced a guess that the main contingent of orcs probably had yet to return to that camp. In other words, the ones who made the hiding spots we pillaged simply did not yet know they’d been cleaned out. And when they did find out, it would already be too late. The snowfall once again played into our hand. 
 
      
 
    The further west we went the more human footprints we came across. For the first few days, we only saw fully torched forest huts. It wasn’t hard to guess who was behind that. But on day five we came across a village. And remarkably the buildings were intact. Small, time-grayed and abandoned by their owners, but intact. 
 
      
 
    When I saw the squalid little huts, much to my own surprise, I was elated. That was because this could only mean one thing – we had crossed an invisible border. We were finally on territory that was roughly under human control. 
 
      
 
    I knew that wasn’t to be for long. I had seen the Horde. To be more accurate I had seen a small part of it, which was mostly made up of slaves building a camp for the main warband, the size of which was frightening to imagine. 
 
      
 
    I can say with no exaggeration that the local baron will be landless before the end of winter. And his nearest neighbor as well, most likely. The horde will swallow up these lands whole. 
 
      
 
    I wonder how the Steel King is planning to stop the orcs. Turn to the order of mages? 
 
      
 
    If there’s one thing I have learned about mages it’s that they’re a willful, presumptuous and calculating bunch of pricks. The order prefers to influence government policy from the capital, not venture out to the edge of the Wastes. Although they probably have apprentices who could stand a bit of combat experience. But honestly, those are all just guesses and nothing more. 
 
      
 
    The last two days had proven these lands to be fairly densely populated and that was regardless of the nasty neighbors. Based on the abandoned villages we were coming across now, and we were no longer even counting them, people never lived too high on the horse out here. But you couldn’t exactly call them poor either. The huts are all small but sturdy and well-made. 
 
      
 
    In the middle of the day today we finally saw our first locals. Twenty people at least. Like ants they were hurriedly scampering through a village, dragging their belongings out of the houses and onto sleighs. I counted five sleighs and two carts. 
 
      
 
    After a brief consultation, we decided to leave the sparse woods under a Dome of Invisibility and come closer to the village. The closer we came, the more suspicious the people seemed. At first I couldn’t understand what the matter was, but then it finally hit me. There are no women or children. Only men. These aren’t locals. These are marauders! 
 
      
 
    They were taking everything they could carry out of the homes and hauling it away. Benches, stools, tables, assorted rags, dishes. 
 
      
 
    Watching the scavengers, I was slightly taken aback. But then I got mad. My hands clenched into fists so tight it hurt. My jaw muscles started to twitch on my cheeks. I suddenly remembered the people taking all our family’s things from my old home. Mom’s favorite mugs and napkins, dad’s armchair and jacket. My toys and clothing. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly I felt a light touch against my hand. Lowering my eyes, I saw Mee’s concerned face. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” he asked, frowning. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie supported him with a muted snarl. 
 
      
 
    I squinted for a moment and turned my head, driving off the angry thoughts. Then I turned toward the forest and threw out dully: 
 
      
 
    “Everything is fine. I just got reminded of something. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    For the next four days, the snow and blizzards never ended. The sun peeked out and the severe frost struck us. Winter had finally come in full measure. 
 
      
 
    In my childhood, I really liked the fairytales my mom used to tell me about Lord Frost. They say he’s the one who draws white patterns on our windowpanes or mixes enchanted diamond dust into the snow to make it glimmer so beautifully in the sun. And it is his breath that traps rivers and lakes beneath the ice. Wrapping myself tighter in the fur shawl, hiding my nose and cheeks, I felt grouchy as I recalled the imaginary character from my childhood. Ugh, what a bitter cold! 
 
      
 
    We stopped to sleep in abandoned villages and small farms, choosing homes on the outskirts, nearer the forest. I no longer believed the orcs would be catching up to us. And we weren’t afraid of people. 
 
      
 
    Today was one of those evenings. We’d taken a fancy to a little hut to spend the night. Mee had already lit a fire in the hearth and soon dinner would be ready. Then suddenly, Gorgie stopped dozing peacefully by the fire, raised his head in alarm and started listening closely. A moment later we already knew that uninvited guests had come to the village. 
 
      
 
    We put out the fire right away. Though there was no need. We’d covered the windows with thick bedspreads, so they would hardly have noticed the light. But as for the smell of smoke from the stovepipe, they’d probably picked up on it already. 
 
      
 
    Slowly making my way onto the inner porch, I carefully opened the front door just a hair and peeked out the gap. 
 
      
 
    At first it was hard to tell just who was dropping by. There was no way to see because of all the homes in the way. Only one thing was clear – they were humans. Quite a lot of them. I heard horses neighing. 
 
      
 
    Maybe refugees? 
 
      
 
    The situation became clear when the new arrivals split off into groups of two and three with brightly lit torches in their hands and started walking through the village. 
 
      
 
    One such trio just so happened to be making a beeline our way. Based on the way they were casually chatting, nobody had noticed the smoke coming out of our stovepipe yet. 
 
      
 
    One step away from the short wooden fence surrounding our front yard, one of the three stopped short and gave a sniff. His comrades did the same. Turning their heads from side to side, the men quickly determined the source of the smoke. 
 
      
 
    Looking a bit closer, I finally figured out who we were dealing with. Old acquaintances of ours. Marauders. 
 
      
 
    Based on their clothes – villagers. Levels from eight to nine. As for weapons: wooden clubs and knives. No enemies of ours. 
 
      
 
    They were reluctant to approach our house. After a bit of thought, one got sent back. Clearly for a bit of help. And just a couple minutes later, there was a crowd of twenty or so men at our fence. The large number of torches made it much brighter. So we could see what was happening outside perfectly. 
 
      
 
    It was plain to see that the men didn’t have a unified command structure. But there was one big fellow that stood out. His level was higher too – eleven. In shoulder breadth and paunch size he surpassed all his partners in crime by quite a bit. At the very least, when he spoke, they obeyed. 
 
      
 
    The people were acting fairly obtusely. I could tell right away that none of them had ever served in any army. They’re still thronging aimlessly and arguing out loud. And meanwhile they could have sent a few people to walk around the house. And themselves spread out along the fence. What if we were archers? The crowd of chatty village louts would have made for a great target. It’s no surprise the orcs have so many slaves. 
 
      
 
    As I watched over our “guests,” I was thinking over exactly what I was going to do. I didn’t want to kill or paralyze anybody. Simply spook them with magic? No way. Tidings of the boy mage would spread quickly. 
 
      
 
    But what if… 
 
      
 
    Glancing at Gorgie, sitting next to me and watching the hopeless bipeds, I said: 
 
      
 
    “Wanna have some fun?” 
 
      
 
    The harn’s eyes flickered with interest. Walking away from the doors, I beckoned with a hand: 
 
      
 
    “Spook them. Make them run away. But don’t touch anyone.” 
 
      
 
    It finally hit Gorgie what I wanted from him. With an impatient snarl, he slipped out the door silent as a shadow and dissolved into the darkness. 
 
      
 
    A few seconds later, we heard him give a fearsome roar from off to the right. The gremlin and I shuddered unwittingly in surprise. A chill ran down my spine. The fur on Mee’s head stood on end. 
 
      
 
    My plan was a one-hundred-percent success. The men bunched up at the fence froze for a moment when they heard the fearsome roar. Then, like a group of frightened mice, they bolted the opposite direction. And strange as it may have been, the pot-bellied big guy was running a solid five paces ahead of the others. By all appearances, fighting some unknown monster did not enter into his plans. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie’s roaring, the frightened screams of the people and the panicked neighing of their horses went on for another few minutes. But then the noise gradually started to diminish. And the village was again blanketed in silence. 
 
      
 
    I could tell my pet was in a mischievous mood. Fundamentally, he was still quite a young member of his species and craved entertainment. In other words, I shouldn’t expect him back for the next few hours. He won’t turn back until he’s done playing. 
 
      
 
    Mee and I ate dinner with a cheery air. We spent a long time recalling the frightened faces of the ill-fated marauders. We laughed as we recounted the story, imitating the way they ran and things they shouted. I think this is exactly what we’ve been missing for the last few weeks. Hearty and unconcealed laughter. 
 
      
 
    Already dozing off, I was thinking about the fact that just a few months back a crowd of twenty grown men would have put quite the fright into me. But not even one hour before, I was staring down just such a group comfortable in the knowledge I could take all their lives with just one order to Gorgie. It was hard to imagine any of those people could have stood up against my harn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    IT HAD BEEN more than two weeks since we came down into the valley. Today is the last day of the month of Snowberry. As bad luck would have it, this year it fully lived up to its name. In places, the snow drifts came up over my waist. If Gorgie hadn’t been clearing the path for me, it isn’t likely I’d have made it this far. 
 
      
 
    Nearer midday, we reached a wide lake with a village on its shores. Really it was more of a small town, surrounded with time-grayed stockades made of sharp-tipped logs. There was even a tower at the gates and a few other places for archers. 
 
      
 
    That was where the sleigh tracks we’d been travelling along all this time ended. And when we reached the forest edge, we saw that there were several such sets of tracks. They stretched out in various directions and ran into a huge tent camp that had formed in the no-man’s land outside the town walls. By the looks of things, there were refugees here from the whole border area. And the people just kept coming and coming. 
 
      
 
    Smoke from hundreds of fires rose up over the town and camp forming a huge dark cloud. A great reference point for orcish scouts, by the way. 
 
      
 
    The shouting of people, neighing of horses, howling of dogs, mooing of cows and bleating of sheep all blended together into one loud drone. 
 
      
 
    “Why are these people here?” Mee asked in surprise, his eyes wide and staring at something happening near the lake. “Why don’t they keep moving? Are they really counting on these flimsy walls stopping the Horde?” 
 
      
 
    “Good questions. We’ll have to get them answered when we go into town,” I muttered thoughtfully and added: “Or rather when I go. You and Gorgie wait here.” 
 
      
 
    “You sure it’s safe for you?” Mee asked anxiously. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely,” I answered, smiling. “Look at that mess. New refugees are arriving all the time, and nobody is inspecting them. I don’t see any authorities. I get the feeling the people in this settlement fend for themselves. So one more boy arriving is hardly going to pique anyone’s interest.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have to?” Mee made a final attempt to dissuade me. 
 
      
 
    “A little info couldn’t hurt,” I answered with a reassuring tone. “Beyond that, we need to resupply. Yes, thanks to Gorgie we have plenty of meat, but I’d like a little variety in our rations.” 
 
      
 
    Then, smiling, I added: 
 
      
 
    “I’ll buy you some sugar drops. You have to try them.” 
 
      
 
    “Hrn!” 
 
      
 
    “And you too. How could I forget about you?” 
 
      
 
    In the end, after he heard all my reasoning Mee relented. And there was no need to reassure Gorgie. As soon as the harn heard there was some new tasty treat he “had to try,” he even started hurrying me along. 
 
      
 
    As expected, it wasn’t particularly difficult to blend into the larger group of refugees. The people wandering the road weren’t the least bit surprised to see me emerge from the forest. As a matter of fact, nobody even paid me any attention. A few distant fleeting gazes excepted. I’m sure more than half the people here had appeared suddenly from the forest same as me. Just one more forest-dweller fleeing the Horde. 
 
      
 
    As I walked along the road, a strange and unexpectedly pleasant feeling washed over me – I was among humans once again! 
 
      
 
    Some riding horses, some on sleighs, and others on foot like me – they were all in a rush to reach the village. When they saw the camp, the people lit up. Smiles appeared on their weary faces – their long-awaited rest was near at hand. 
 
      
 
    For the most part, the people weren’t talking but there were others who were not opposed to a bit of tongue wagging. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think, is the ice thick enough yet?” a scrawny little man walking in front of me asked his larger pal. 
 
      
 
    I could hear anxiety in his squeaking voice. 
 
      
 
    The bigger guy adjusted his fur hat and declared confidently: 
 
      
 
    “Of course! Praise the gods this Snowberry turned out frostier’n most! It’ll be three or even four hands thick for sure.” 
 
      
 
    I noticed the puny one glance at his hands, imagining the approximate thickness of the ice. That made the bigger one laugh hard and release a cloud of steam: 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be afraid, buddy! We’ll give it our best shot! And just for the record, I was talking about my hands, not yours! Ha-ha!” 
 
      
 
    Strange as it may have been, the puny one wasn’t offended by the joke. I seemed to even hear him breathe a sigh of relief. I get that – the big guy’s mitts were impressively large. Not mere hands, but shovel blades. 
 
      
 
    “Then why are they still here?” asked the puny one, notes of anxiety slipping through in his voice again. 
 
      
 
    Hm, it looks like we aren’t the only ones bothered by that fact. 
 
      
 
    “Bug knows,” the big one answered, scratching the back of his head in confusion. “Maybe they’re deciding who will lead the caravan?” 
 
      
 
    “Why the military governor will lead it, right?” the puny one said in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    “Uh, no sir, brother. My nephew told me that this fall the military governor left for Borg by boat with his retinue. And left his senior chargeman in his stead. But him and his pack of bitches got some big old deal of a report, packed up his family and all their belongings and headed north.” 
 
      
 
    “Gee whizz...” 
 
      
 
    The men spent a bit of time in silence. 
 
      
 
    I meanwhile started feverishly recalling geography lessons... Borg... Borg... Somehow familiar... That’s it! I remember! That must mean we’d been in the lands of Baron Orthgar all this time. Borg is the capital of his barony. 
 
      
 
    Confirming my guesses, the puny one said: 
 
      
 
    “So Orthgar must have decided to meet the orcs in Borg.” 
 
      
 
    “And rightly so!” the big man exclaimed, shaking his big mitt belligerently. “Those hognoses will surely snag their tusks on the walls of Borg!” 
 
      
 
    It took me some effort not to cringe. Naive fools. Looks like they don’t even have a close appreciation of the vast size of the force coming their way. And the most regrettable part is that even if I tell them right now, they won’t believe me. A kid, a zero. How should I know what’s happening at the border? In the best case they’d simply laugh at me. Like, kid’s so spooked he’s imagining a swarm of orcs. But by all appearances the military governor and his cowardly chargeman knew there’d be trouble and hauled their asses as far from this place as they could get. 
 
      
 
    Overall, by the time I reached the first row of tents, I already had an approximate idea of what was going on. To myself, I called these refugees the second wave. Though it might have even been the third. The first, most well-off and obviously best-informed wave had long since fled deeper into the country. Back before the ice came over the lake and river that flowed into it. 
 
      
 
    The people still here were waiting for the ice to get thick enough for them to continue up the river. After all, the river is the best way whether in winter or summer. 
 
      
 
    The prospect of hoofing it through the forest and slogging my way through chest-deep snowbanks, to put it lightly, didn’t fill me with glee. It was somewhat comfier and faster to travel by sleigh. But if the gremlin showed his face here, he would immediately become the talk of the town. And we don’t want that level of fame. 
 
      
 
    Ugh, I was still putting off solving the issue of legalizing Mee and didn’t even have an approximate idea of what to do next. Of course, we could always keep going through the forest along the river. But that’s just delaying the inevitable. 
 
      
 
    So overwhelmed by heavy thoughts, I entered the settlement, which the locals called Tradepost. The fleeting sensation I got after first being reunited with other humans went away as soon as I reached the camp’s first tents. A mixture of snow, garbage, cow dung, fish scales and guts and Bug knows what else had formed a nauseating brown crust. The stench of the place was unimaginable. I don’t even want to think what this place will be like when the snow and ice start to melt. 
 
      
 
    My first impression was wrong. There were authorities of some kind here after all. But they didn’t much look like law enforcement. The ugly mugs of highwaymen. Levels from nine to eleven. Their equipment and weaponry leave something to be desired. Exactly the same as the marauders from the village. 
 
      
 
    Although what difference does it make to me? They let me enter the settlement, so no big deal. 
 
      
 
    There was just as much filth inside the walls. The people, darting to and fro, weren’t especially concerned with what was beneath their feet. 
 
      
 
    I stopped and looked around. I may have gotten ahead of myself when I called this place a town. It’s just a large settlement with around thirty single-story buildings. Although, to those from small villages and forest farmsteads, this must feel like a big city. And not any old city. The telltale name, convenient location, presence of representatives of the Baron until recently, stockade wall, towers – this must be something of a regional trade center. 
 
      
 
    To my surprise, the people were behaving peaceably. And if fights did break out, they quickly came to an end. Seems like I shouldn’t have been thinking so poorly of the local authorities. 
 
      
 
    Soon after, when I reached the middle of the village, I realized why. There were several tall poles lining the fairly wide central square – a dozen, no more. And each of the poles had two or three corpses hanging from them. Every one of the dead bodies had a sign around their neck summarizing the crime they’d been executed for. Mainly murderers, rapists and thieves. There were also a few rabble rousers, clearly having thought they could rise up against the local authorities. At the very least, I had no other explanation. 
 
      
 
    On the very last pole, there hung three bodies with no signs. Or rather, what was left of them. I walked up a bit closer and finally realized why they didn’t need signs – these frozen chunks of meat used to be orcs. 
 
      
 
    I took a look around. It didn’t look like the hanging corpses were bothering anyone. Well, other than the new arrivals. The men walking in front of me also hung back for a bit to behold the condemned. Then the big guy hawked a juicy loogie at the base of the pole where the rabble rousers hung and pulled his buddy toward a wide building with a distinctive sign depicting a piglet roasting on a spit. 
 
      
 
    A market was being held in the middle of the square. On offer were mainly various items no one really had any need for under current circumstances. Old furniture, clothing, dishes. Basically all the stuff people had packed up to take with them but, after a few days underway, realized was just junk that was slowing them down. And now the bad-luck sellers were standing in rows peddling that useless junk at rock-bottom prices. 
 
      
 
    Honestly, there were also a few stalls with long lines. At them meat, flour, grains and bread were sold to the highest bidder. Remembering the promise I made to my friends, I scanned the stalls but, alas, didn’t find any selling sugar drops. Clearly the people here didn’t have any time for sugar drops. 
 
      
 
    But still I didn’t leave empty handed. I managed to buy a jar of honey, five flatbreads, six onions, four winter apples, half a wheel of goat cheese and three small coils of garlicky sausage. 
 
      
 
    And the swindlers charged me nearly ten silver coins for that uncomplicated fare! Robbery in broad daylight! But the people standing in line with me were paying the very same price, so I had to suppress the storm of indignation brewing within me. 
 
      
 
    By the way, as not to spawn unwanted questions, I had picked out coins with the Steel King’s profile in advance. Thankfully, the orcs had more than enough of them. But when I saw what the others were using to settle accounts, I realized that was an unnecessary precaution. Coins from all over the continent were in circulation. 
 
      
 
    Pointedly stashing my coin purse and purchases in my knapsack, I headed toward the dock. As I went, I transferred all the items into my ephemeral backpack. Once my knapsack was empty, the disagreeable pressure on my shoulder went away at once. 
 
      
 
    When I got onto the dock, I saw a few men in the distance, nearly in the middle of the lake, drilling into the ice with a wide tool. I also noticed that a short thin scamp had followed me all the way there from the market. And in the distance another two older boys. 
 
      
 
    Hm... Got it. Flash a few silvers and get an escort in the form of local pickpockets. Wellp, they’re in for a surprise. 
 
      
 
    The exclamations of glee from the middle of the lake told me that the thickness of the ice was safe for travel. I bet the caravan will get underway within two days. Ugh, how exactly are we going to join up with them? But alas, it doesn’t seem to be in the cards. 
 
      
 
    Pensively walking over the central square to leave the settlement, in the commotion I felt my shoulder strap give a slight tug. Sure enough, the little bandits had waited for an opportunity and stuck their impudent paws into my knapsack. 
 
      
 
    Slowly turning and running my gaze over the pack of thieves, I saw the trio from the dock. The sight of the little failed thieves was amusing. The littlest one was looking at me point blank. I could read approximately this on his face: “I watched you put food and a coin purse into this knapsack with my own two eyes! And you didn’t take anything out!” 
 
      
 
    When our gazes met, I smiled and winked at him, then nodded to the right. The boy, frowning even harder, slowly turned his head where I motioned and shuddered. As it happened, he was standing one step away from a post with a corpse hanging from it. And the sign hanging around the dead man’s neck read “THIEF.” 
 
      
 
    I turned back around and kept moving. I was less than a hundred steps left to the gate tower when, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed something to my left that made me stop dead in the middle of the road. 
 
      
 
    My abrupt stop came as a surprise to the aunty walking behind me. A strong push to my back and I was fully splayed out on the dirty snow. Thankfully I managed to put my hands out in front of me. Otherwise I’d have gotten a mouthful of filth. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think you’re doing, muck-eater?!” she tore into me ragefully, her baggy cheeks shaking. “I just about killed myself because of you, savage beast of the forest!” 
 
      
 
    Stepping over me pointedly and continuing to curse, the aunty got back on her way. 
 
      
 
    I then, not paying any attention to the insults and foul language, slowly stood to my feet. My mouth open dumbfounded, I was staring at a hulking figure next to a large covered wagon. His alien appearance was what distracted me before the fall. 
 
      
 
    I even had to rub my eyes and take another look. But nothing changed. Everyone around was still going about their business. The sentries at the gate towers were swapping tall tales. The archers on the towers were keeping watch over the surrounding area. A pack of kiddos raced past me making a gleeful racket. 
 
      
 
    I turned my head and stared at the unusual hulking figure again. I wanted to shout loudly: “Am I the only one who sees a big blue orc in the middle of a human settlement right now?!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    JUST WHEN I’d started to think the difficult trek through the Wastes had taken a toll on my psyche, the cover of the wagon lifted up. In the gap I saw a woman of diminutive stature. Waving a hand, she called the hulk over. 
 
      
 
    Yikes! I breathed a sigh of relief and wiped the sweat from my brow with relief. Thank the gods. And here I’d started thinking I’d gone birdhouse cuckoo... 
 
      
 
    Trying not to draw attention, I slowly strolled toward the odd couple. With less than ten steps left to the wagon I stopped and, pretending to retie my boot, got down on my right knee. Meanwhile, I was clocking the hulk out of the corner of my eye. 
 
      
 
    The blue orc was a true giant. But not because of his fur clothing. No. He really was a few times larger than other orcs. It’s like comparing a hardened alpha wolf to a little stray dog. 
 
      
 
    Neck like a bull’s, a broad ribcage, long mitts, considerable legs. From behind he’d pass for a troll of middling height. 
 
      
 
    His tar black hair was pleated into dozens of narrow little braids, which were pulled back into a tight tail. His narrow sloping brow was cut across by a nasty slanted scar. Closely set coal-black eyes flickered from beneath his heavy curved brows. A square chin like a stone block jutted obstinately forward. Two yellow tusks protruded from beneath his lower lip. 
 
      
 
    Without a doubt, the sight of the strange orc made an impression. If I’d met him four months ago, I’d probably have been hiccupping in fear. But not today. I’ve seen scarier visages in my day. The evil grin of a blackblood alone was much worse! 
 
      
 
    Something else had me stupefied though. Why, Bug take me, is this orc still alive?! Why was his body not torn to shreds and hanging on a pole next to the carcasses of his countrymen?! 
 
      
 
    There could only be one answer. By some method I was unaware of, this nonhuman had managed to obtain legal status in human society. I needed to know how he did that right away. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the woman finished speaking and disappeared back under the wagon cover. There was one more quirk. Based on her insistent intonations, she was not only not afraid of the orc, but had actually given him an order before disappearing. I must admit, from an outside perspective it was very strange to watch a frail little woman giving orders to a ferocious monster. 
 
      
 
    The orc just nodded obediently and strolled silently down the street toward the market. Clearly off to do as he’d been told. 
 
      
 
    After a moment’s thought, I decided to follow him. As I walked, I watched the way locals reacted to the blue hulk. There were an inordinate number of emotions on the faces of the passers-by. I saw fear and disgust. Curiosity and intrigue, especially from the kiddos. I also saw indifference. But I didn’t see a single face that could even be construed as harboring surprise. There could only be one conclusion – this orc has been hanging around here a long time already. So long that the locals have gotten used to him. And if they have no objections, at the very least outwardly, to the presence of a giant orc then a little gremlin is sure not to be a disturbance. 
 
      
 
    I rubbed my hands together mentally. Are we really gonna be able to just sign up for the caravan and continue our journey by sleigh? And I had no doubt we’d be making the journey by sleigh precisely. We had the funds to pay for it. All that remained was to uncover the orc’s secret. 
 
      
 
    While I busted my brains over ways of obtaining that information, the orc unsuspectingly dropped a hint. Or rather, pointed the way. The hulk, like a giant ship plying the central square’s sea of humanity, was making a beeline straight for the building with the distinctive “piglet” sign. 
 
      
 
    Not hesitating for a second, as if he did this every day, the orc opened the front door into the tavern and, bending down, slipped inside. And a few moments later, I ducked into the very same establishment. 
 
      
 
    The local den of iniquity greeted me with vociferous racket, a sour beery scent and dim lighting. I took a few half-blind steps and stopped to look around. 
 
      
 
    It was quite crowded. The people were pressed up against a long wooden bar in the middle of the room and sitting at broad tables on crudely fashioned wooden benches. Smoke billowed beneath the ceiling, stretching from a big huge hearth in the opposite wall. 
 
      
 
    The hum and din emitted by the booze-soaked throats was so loud it made my ears pop. After I got used to it, I realized all the people were all gleefully discussing the same piece of news – the ice was now thick enough. They could get underway. 
 
      
 
    No one paid me any mind. And rightly so – it’s easy to remain unnoticed if you walk in right after a tusked blue giant. He just so happened to fancy a table in the farthest and darkest corner of the tavern. 
 
      
 
    Taking advantage of my temporary “invisibility,” I skirted the wall until I reached the nonhuman’s preferred corner. And when I was just a step away from the orc, a plump waitress was already standing at his side. 
 
      
 
    Based on her gruff and peevish countenance, she was absolutely unbothered by her newest guest’s ferocious appearance. It was probably more the opposite. In fact, the orc slightly tucked his big huge head between his shoulders as he bore the angry stream of words gushing out of the woman. 
 
      
 
    “Tusk!” she shot out. “We don’t pour ale for free here y’know! And I’m not some holy patroness of the needy! You already owe us for last time! If you’re hoping to slip away with the caravan before you pay your tab, you’re deeply mistaken!” 
 
      
 
    “Elsa!” the orc barked with pleading in his voice. “One mug! I’ll give you your coins tomorrow!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard that one before!” Elsa insisted. “Commit this to memory! No money, no ale!” Then she added in a calmer tone: “Get out of here, Tusk. I don’t want any trouble. Best you get out of harm’s way. People are on edge as is. All they need is a reason. They’d hang you next to your countrymen in an instant.” 
 
      
 
    “Those steppe scavengers are no countrymen of mine!” the orc roared insultedly, furrowing his heavy brows. 
 
      
 
    “Get out of here, Tusk,” Elsa said, ignoring his words. “I don’t have time to shoot the breeze with you. It’s our last day before closing up. People keep coming and coming, and you’re just taking up space and distracting me.” 
 
      
 
    Muttering something inarticulate, the orc started to get up despite himself. 
 
      
 
    At that very moment the Great System decided to brighten my day with a message: 
 
      
 
    - Attention! Your Mind score is high enough to activate the “Language of the Mountain Ogres!” 
 
      
 
    - Would you like to activate it? 
 
      
 
    Ah, there it is! So you’re no orc at all. 
 
      
 
    Quickly giving my permission to activate the new language, I decided to intervene in the overheard conversation. After all, it would be hard to imagine a better opportunity to draw this hulk into a conversation. 
 
      
 
    Taking a step forward and spreading my arms, I said: 
 
      
 
    “Tusk! Big buddy! So this is where you wandered off to!” 
 
      
 
    Staring point-blank at the ogre, who was frozen in surprise, I gave him a furtive wink. Then I turned to the waitress, who was frowning suspiciously and stretched out my lips into the broadest smile I could muster: 
 
      
 
    “Dear matron, would you please feed a weary traveler your tastiest dish?! And of course take an order from my friend. Today it’s my treat!” 
 
      
 
    I must note that the ogre found his bearings quite quickly. He plopped down on the plaintively squeaking bench, swallowed loudly and looked at Elsa with hope. She, still frowning, looked me over from head to toe at her leisure, then said with a voice full of skepticism: 
 
      
 
    “For your level, we’ve got stewed cabbage with mushrooms. For drinks – bread ale. Plus his mug of ale. That makes two silvers. Cash up front.” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, Elsa folded her hands on her hefty chest victoriously and shot me a mocking look. I then, externally smiling carelessly while internally cursing the mean old broad, this dive and its draconian prices, calmly placed two silver coins on the table. I need information come hell or high water and, based on the ogre’s happy countenance, I’m about to learn everything I’m after. 
 
      
 
    Seeing the two silver disks came as a healthy shock to the old broad, but she got her emotions under control quickly and headed off to get us our food in silence. When Elsa was far enough away, I looked around. Basically no one was paying us any mind. 
 
      
 
    Then I turned my head and our gazes met. From beneath two bushy black brows, a pair of black eyes were looking at me curiously and with a bit of mockery. 
 
      
 
    “I of course don’t mind drinking ale on someone else’s dime, but I can’t remember as to call you a friend,” the ogre uttered in a rumbling voice. “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s say this,” I answered with an amicable smile. “I am no enemy of yours.” 
 
      
 
    The ogre’s big huge head tilted to the side. He was obviously intrigued by the strange biped. 
 
      
 
    “Why’d you pay for my ale?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, were we supposed to chat dry?” I smiled again and thought distantly about the fact that I’d just copped a phrase from my father. He used to love saying that when his friends came around for a visit. 
 
      
 
    Just then, Elsa showed back up at our table and started deftly unloading a serving tray. A plate of cabbage. A small mug of bread ale for me and... When I saw the ogre’s order, I snorted in surprise. That’s no mug! It’s more like a small bucket, three quarts at least. Maybe even a gallon! Now I understand why Elsa emphasized the words “his mug” when taking our order. 
 
      
 
    The ogre got straight to sucking at his drink. His large Adam’s apple started plunging up and down as he greedily gulped down the contents of the “bucket.” Elsa, casting a judgmental gaze at the blue hulk and shaking her head, moved off into the depths of the hall. Seemingly, the fun had just begun there. 
 
      
 
    After the ogre had drained his “mug” by about a quarter, he bared his teeth happily and wiped his maw with his sleeve. 
 
      
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
      
 
    I took a small sip from my mug. Hm, not bad bread ale, by the by. Although most likely I’m just consoling myself. That happens. When you’ve paid a good deal more for something than it’s worth, you start to give it undue praise just so you don’t feel stupid. 
 
      
 
    I set the ale aside, glanced at the ogre and asked: 
 
      
 
    “How did it happen that a mountain ogre can wander through a human village absolutely freely? How are you still alive? What’s your secret?” 
 
      
 
    I asked the last question in the language of the mountain orcs, which really took him aback. For the record, his language was in some way reminiscent of orcish. So when Elsa mentioned Tusk’s relation to the steppe dwellers, she was apparently partially correct. 
 
      
 
    “You know my language?” Tusk rumbled, dumbfounded. 
 
      
 
    “A gift of the Great System,” I answered evasively. 
 
      
 
    The ogre gave an understanding nod and his tusked face suddenly spread into a satisfied smirk. 
 
      
 
    “If you only knew, human, how long it has been since I’ve spoken my native tongue! That merit’s a drink!” 
 
      
 
    He raised his “bucket,” gave me a salute and took a few swallows. Wiping the foam from his chin on his sleeve, Tusk squinted and asked: 
 
      
 
    “Why does it bother you so much whether your kinsmen snuff me out or not?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and answered calmly: 
 
      
 
    “Did I ever say that was what was bothering me? I don’t give a crap if they kill you. I just want to know why they haven’t done it yet. Tell me, what’s your secret?” 
 
      
 
    The ogre bared his teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you want to know?” 
 
      
 
    “I want to travel with the caravan, but there’s a problem. I am journeying with a nonhuman.” 
 
      
 
    I decided to be frank. This was no time for pussyfooting. The ogre might not like that. Want honest answers to your questions? Kindly do the same for others. 
 
      
 
    “Who?” The ogre’s right brow crept upward. 
 
      
 
    “A gremlin,” I answered shortly and saw his snout twist up. 
 
      
 
    “Gremlins.” I could hear notes of scorn and distaste in the ogre’s voice. “Cronies of the orcs.” 
 
      
 
    Hm, this one too. Sensing a wave of annoyance coming over me, I hurried to get myself in hand. Not the time, not the place. Information is what I’m after. 
 
      
 
    Just as I was getting ready to ask the ogre the very same question for the third time, the tavern doors swung open loudly and a red-bearded rail-thin man appeared in the doorway. He took two steps forward and looked around half-blind. Another two men spilled in after him. Behind them loomed another few heads. But they were all patiently waiting for the redhead to make his survey. 
 
      
 
    The tavern visitors greeted the thin man’s arrival with silence. And at the very last second the hall erupted into welcoming toasts, well-wishing and hooting. 
 
      
 
    “The Hornet has dropped by with his gang,” Tusk commented darkly on the big show. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s that?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Head of the local hunters’ guild. Ever since the military governor and his retinue left Tradepost, the Hornet has ruled the roost.” 
 
      
 
    “So the military governor appointed him?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” the ogre chuckled. “The military governor is not from around here, and neither is his retinue. When they found out about the orcs, they hurried to get to Borg, abandoning this settlement to the whims of fate. They say chaos took hold after their boat departed. But a few days later the Hornet and his boys came and set things right.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh huh... I already saw the hanged men,” I said, distantly watching the goings on in the tavern. 
 
      
 
    A few tables in the middle of the room were quickly freed up for the Hornet and his men. I saw Elsa run over in a hurry all saccharine and smiling obligingly. In the blink of an eye his tables were topped with big huge plates of roast meat and mugs of foamy ale. 
 
      
 
    The ogre snorted and waved it off. 
 
      
 
    “You’re right about the hanged men. Window dressing. So nobody’ll get any ideas. In actuality there were a lot more bodies.” 
 
      
 
    “There will be plenty more to come...” I said, shaking my head. 
 
      
 
    “Are you talking about the steppe-dweller raid?” Tusk snorted. “As always, the little men will wait them out behind the high walls of their cities.” 
 
      
 
    “ I’m afraid that won’t work this time,” I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “Why might that be?” Tusk asked, still smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Because this barony will be turned to a wasteland very soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Lad,” I heard notes of condescension in the ogre’s voice. “Believe me. I know those steppe bastards’ ways better than anyone.” 
 
      
 
    As he said that, Tusk led his right paw over the deep scar on his forehead. Hm, this ogre must have old scores to settle with the masters of the Wastes. 
 
      
 
    “This is just a raid like any other,” he continued. “The orcs will plunder the countryside a bit, take some slaves and return to the steppe. If you were a local, you’d surely know.” 
 
      
 
    Tusk leaned in as he said his last sentence, his heavy animalistic gaze fixed on me. 
 
      
 
    I won’t lie, Tusk looked menacing. As a matter of fact, three months ago, this would have had me in hysterics. But those times are far behind me. 
 
      
 
    Calmly bearing the ogre’s predatory gaze, I scooped some cabbage off my plate with a spoon and started chewing with satisfaction. Despite my apparent calm, this big fellow was starting to annoy me. This is a waste of time. 
 
      
 
    “Hm, not bad,” I commented with a full mouth. “And they weren’t stingy with the mushrooms either.” 
 
      
 
    My conduct caught the ogre somewhat off guard. I don’t blame him. These pressure tactics must work flawlessly on other people. 
 
      
 
    I finished chewing, took a sip from my mug and said: 
 
      
 
    “A mountain ogre is calling me a freak. While he’s in the middle of a human settlement. Don’t you find that odd?” 
 
      
 
    Tusk sat back against the wall and replied: 
 
      
 
    “You know what I find odd? A suspicious lad throwing silver around willy-nilly and trying to find out how he can bring a gremlin into this human settlement. You wouldn’t happen to be a spy, eh? Huh? Do you have any idea what your kin will do to you when I tell them my suspicions?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm,” I chuckled. “It won’t be nice, but you’ll lose. In fact, I’d say you’re walking into a trap.” 
 
      
 
    “Why might that be?” the ogre snarled in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Quite simple,” I started to explain. “You’re forgetting one very important thing. The Great System has provided us a highly important tool.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “Oaths, of course,” I said, my lips spreading into a smile. “As soon as I swear an oath to these people, all their questions will fall away. As a matter of fact, as soon as they find out who they’re dealing with I’ll be left alone. But you won’t be so lucky.” 
 
      
 
    After I said that, I tapped my spoon lightly on my bowl. The ogre lowered his eyes glumly. And a moment later, his heavy brows crept upward. Seeing the lilac haze gently enshrouding my hand automatically made the giant scoot back from the table and gulp loudly. 
 
      
 
    “So ogre, I’ll ask you one more time. And I very much hope it will be the last. What’s your secret?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    WAS I TAKING a risk? Without a doubt. But I was prepared to take a risk. My level-six Muckwalker’s Defensive Aura could provide me with a shield of eight thousand points. Even Gorgie with his elevated figures couldn’t get through a barrier like that right away. Where did that leave this ogre at his level nine? He wouldn’t be able to do a thing. Ram is as good as activated. Lightning on deck. Overall, strange as it sounds, this huge mountain ogre wouldn’t have stood a single chance against me, a nulled adolescent. 
 
      
 
    If he were a mage, this would be a different matter. But the ogre didn’t have a magic supply or even a defensive amulet. 
 
      
 
    I checked him in advance with my Sixth Sense. Along with this whole small town as a matter of fact. Not a single mage in the area even. Honestly, I did detect a few intriguing spots radiating mana. But I’ll think up a way to handle them later. 
 
      
 
    To be frank, despite all the precautionary measures, I didn’t believe Tusk would step up. He doesn’t much look suicidal. And the issue is not that I’m a mage. After all, everyone else in this dive takes me as nothing more than a harmless little boy. 
 
      
 
    Elsa spoke the truth – the people are on edge. I’d already noticed a few fairly drunk men hit the ogre with a sullen gaze. Just give them a reason. First they’ll take him out, then figure out how it started. Actually, because he’s an ogre no one would even bother with the facts. 
 
      
 
    “I am the familiar of a human,” Tusk muttered shortly and clarified: “And that human is quite respected around these parts.” 
 
      
 
    Based on his slightly agitated but peaceable tone, the ogre had shifted to his back foot. 
 
      
 
    When I heard he was a familiar, I was slightly taken aback. I remember my father telling me a fable about an old experienced mechanic trying to open a lockbox. He examined it from every angle, tinkered with the walls. In the end, he spent a few hours searching for a secret mechanism, but was never able to figure out a thing. Until by chance, he simply tried throwing back the lid. As it turned out, there was no secret mechanism – the box wasn’t even locked. 
 
      
 
    Right now, I felt just like that old experienced mechanic, sifting through theories and solutions to a mystery. But the answer was just sitting on the surface. 
 
      
 
    “Is this human a mage?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Papa Gino?” the ogre snickered. Seemingly his self-control had returned. “If he were a mage, we wouldn’t be freezing our asses off in this backwater. All mages are currently in their warm castles just like their familiars, servants and even slaves.” 
 
      
 
    The ogre smiled dreamily. But then his gaze fixed back on me. 
 
      
 
    “Hm... Almost all mages...” 
 
      
 
    “So are you saying your papa is some kind of bigwig out here?” I asked, ignoring the ogre’s last utterance. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Tusk shook his head. “I never said that. He isn’t from around here, but he is respected here. He himself is from Ironville.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, well!” I said in surprise. “The very capital of the kingdom! And he’s way out in this one-horse town?” 
 
      
 
    Seemingly, I stepped on one of the ogre’s sore points. Just the way he cringed. And immediately reached for his ale. Seemingly, Tusk is not exactly taken with this place’s charms. Who would have thought? A mountain ogre has come to prefer to life in the capital city! 
 
      
 
    Dumping the last of his bucket mug down his throat and belching loudly, Tusk started to unburden himself. 
 
      
 
    “Papa Gino is a lanista. He owns a little gladiator school in an outlying area of Ironville. Lately, the old man’s affairs have been going worse than ever. At last year’s games, he lost his two best fighters in one match. And we spent a whole two years doing nothing but earning tablets for them!” 
 
      
 
    “I can imagine,” I nodded and unwittingly clenched my fists. I remembered Livid’s nasty face. I’d be sure to find that brute and get my revenge for Crum and Happy! 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the ogre was still going, having totally missed my passing state. 
 
      
 
    “And after all, I told him not to use them in a group battle. They were better as individual fighters. But no-o! In his advanced age, that old fool decided to risk it! Although, six of one, half dozen of the other. It’s all the same.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    The ogre took a heavy sigh and cast a plaintive gaze at his empty mug. 
 
      
 
    What a rapscallion! 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and fatefully waved a hand: 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead...” 
 
      
 
    A happy tusked smile blossomed on the ogre’s ugly face. 
 
      
 
    “You said it yourself. Conversations and dry mugs don’t go together.” 
 
      
 
    “As a matter of fact, my father used to say that,” I said for some reason. 
 
      
 
    With a wave of his large mitt at Elsa, who ran past in a nearby hallway, the ogre turned to me and said: 
 
      
 
    “Your daddy is right.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s dead,” I muttered. “And my mom too...” 
 
      
 
    Look there, again! For some reason I was just letting it all spill out. And to the first person I met. After all, just one minute ago, I was thinking through what it would be like if we fought. Time to wrap this up. And then it suddenly hit me: 
 
      
 
    “Listen, am I right in understanding that you’ve activated a skill?” I asked the ogre with suspicion in my voice. “Something like charisma?” 
 
      
 
    Tusk hiccupped in surprise. Then he mockingly raised his hands and flashed his teeth disarmingly: 
 
      
 
    “I’m done! It was wrong! I won’t do it anymore!” 
 
      
 
    Just then, Elsa appeared and placed another “bucket” of ale on the table. She took payment, looked us over with a studious gaze and, obviously satisfied with what she saw, headed into the middle of the room. 
 
      
 
    Following her with my gaze, I asked the ogre who was sucking at his ale: 
 
      
 
    “So, why didn’t you use the skill on her when you were begging for an ale on credit?” 
 
      
 
    Tusk set his mug aside and croaked: 
 
      
 
    “No point. A real skinflint, that lady! It’s plain to see that after so many years in this dive she has brought her immunity to persuasion up sky high. She saw through your little performance in an instant. She can smell a lie from a mile off! She shouldn’t be working in a flophouse; she belongs in some magistrate in the capital. She’d know no price there.” 
 
      
 
    A-ha, not nice to hear. But who could’ve known? I’ll be more mindful in the future. 
 
      
 
    “So then, what was it you said about the gladiators?” I asked, returning our conversation to its prior course. “Something like, it was all for naught.” 
 
      
 
    “That day, the daughter of Prince Renard was in her box in the tribunes,” Tusk said glumly. 
 
      
 
    Renard... Renard... That’s somehow familiar... Oh yeah! Prince Renard is the chancer of Fradia No less famed than his royal suzerain. The right hand of the Steel King. 
 
      
 
    “After the Princess herself, the old fox’s daughter is the most desired bride in the kingdom,” Tusk went on. “Well and as is fitting, she’s always absolutely beset with admirers. On that day, one of them, a rich count, suddenly came under the impression the young Princess was bored. May the abyss take him!” 
 
      
 
    I noticed recently that I’d started to think faster, and my memory had improved appreciably. By the way, from what Mee said, the same had happened to him. While the ogre spoke, my improved Mind was greedily absorbing all the information I considered useless before. Like a scrupulous archivist, it was sorting everything onto the proper shelf so I could analyze it later under calmer circumstances. 
 
      
 
    “Obviously the rascal had a surprise in store,” Tusk continued angrily. “He’d paid off the organizer of the games and released a Dartan cave bear into the arena. In the end, all the was left of the twenty lightly-armed fighters were bloody scraps of flesh.” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered unwittingly. Darta. A country in the north of our continent. The land of eternal frost and fierce warriors. They say the blood of ice titans runs in the veins of the Dartan people. I can only imagine the kinds of beasts that roam there. 
 
      
 
    “What of the other dead warriors?” I asked. “Also from small provincial schools?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Tusk nodded and said angrily: “Even a fool could see it was a setup. The organizer brought together all the lanistae of the whole region. Well, those who lacked powerful benefactors. Those who could not strike back. And yes, Papa Gino is also to blame. He got greedy. He took the bait. He could have refused. Although how was he to know that instead of the promised group battle, his fighters would be torn limb from limb by a great northern beast? He probably wouldn’t have done the same to fighters belonging to Luekt or that Bardan.” 
 
      
 
    When I heard the familiar name, I perked up my ears. 
 
      
 
    “So do those lanistae have powerful benefactors?” I tried to give my voice the most dispassionate tone I could muster. 
 
      
 
    “Well, they are themselves notable figures. Champions are molded in their gladiator schools. They’re the elite. The upper league. They need not scour the countryside in search of new fighters. Lanistae such as them have scouts for that.” 
 
      
 
    Tusk finished his last sentence with a sad sigh. 
 
      
 
    I finally realized what had brought Papa Gino to Tradepost. And I also hatched a plan for what to do next. 
 
      
 
    “Oh you know...” the ogre muttered thoughtfully. “This year has obviously not been a happy one for us... Even though I’d started thinking luck had smiled upon us. But it looks like the old man has drawn the ire of the goddess Fortuna.” 
 
      
 
    “I always thought Fortuna kept her distance from places such as this,” I gave the ogre a slight nudge. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t say that!” he immediately came to life. “She’s everywhere! You never know where she’ll decide to bless you with her beautiful smile!” 
 
      
 
    After taking a few hurried sips from his mug, Tusk continued: 
 
      
 
    “The old man’s calculation was right. The borderlands of the Wastes have always been troubled. Especially this year. Everyone knows that slaves are traded in Tradepost. Sometimes you can buy orcs here and, if you’re lucky, maybe even a troll.” 
 
      
 
    When I heard about the slave market, I winced. 
 
      
 
    Not noticing my fleeting state, the ogre continued: 
 
      
 
    “We got lucky! We bought three captive orcs from some forest rangers. Two of them were middling material. Simple drivers. But as for the third, he was an orcish rider! Without their wargs they make for middling fighters, but he was good enough for matches in outlying regions.” 
 
      
 
    “So you did get lucky after all?” 
 
      
 
    “At first yes, but then... After the rangers left Tradepost, it was quiet for two days. But on the third day it was like the people had gone mad. At first, we didn’t understand what the matter was. Then the Hornet came to Papa with his gang and demanded he surrender the orcs. At first Gino objected. Saying they’d been paid for; the orcs were his property. But the Hornet gave a clear indication that he was the law in Tradepost. And that if we didn’t give him the orcs right away, it would be too late. The people are on edge. The raid has made them flee their homes. And if the people are clamoring for blood, let it be orc blood.” 
 
      
 
    “So the orcs on the poles...” I began, but the ogre interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he nodded gloomily. “Gino had to surrender the orcs to the Hornet. They were executed in the center of the village. At first their tusks and tongues were pulled out. Then their noses and ears were cut off. And after that they were quartered.” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, I listened to my heart. Did I feel pity for the condemned orcs? Hm... They got what they deserved. The people spat out all their enmity for the orcish race onto those three. And the ogre is just groaning because his master lost out on income. As far as I could tell, the Hornet almost certainly did not compensate the lanista for his losses. He let him live, and for that he was to be grateful. 
 
      
 
    “Now we have to return emptyhanded,” the ogre came to his unhappy conclusion. “And there’s also the ailment...” 
 
      
 
    “Ailment?” 
 
      
 
    “Sickly old Gino has been having a flare-up.” Based on his tone the ogre was sincerely upset. “The old man is extremely irritable right now. If not for Midori’s infusions, I don’t know what we’d have done...” 
 
      
 
    Tusk, distracted from the heavy thoughts, glanced at me and asked: 
 
      
 
    “Well, how’s that? Have I satisfied your curiosity, mage? Or have you got more questions?” 
 
      
 
    “How can I meet your master?” 
 
      
 
    To my surprise, Tusk didn’t get shifty or start clamoring for more drink. He said he first had to inform his master I’d like to meet. He said something like that’s the way things are done in society. The old man would have to prepare to meet a mage. Make himself look presentable. Due to his ailment, he’s in bed almost all the time. Gino would be outraged if Tusk brought an important guest by without warning him first. In the end, we agreed that the ogre would wait for me at sundown near the middle gates. 
 
      
 
    Other than that, my hint that I would prefer not to say too much about myself to the locals was taken with understanding by the ogre. And to my relief, he swore an oath of secrecy without any coercion. With his master as an exception. 
 
      
 
    I should note that Tusk turned out to be very understanding and obliging. To be frank, I wasn’t expecting that from an ogre. That must be why they say appearances can be deceiving. If I understood correctly, Tusk was a servant and bodyguard for the old lanista. 
 
      
 
    Matter of fact, I was getting the impression that the ogre was actually delighted when I expressed a desire to meet his master. Curious. I wonder why. 
 
      
 
    When I finished up with the ogre, I left the tavern and, in a quick pace, headed for the gates. I needed to get to our little campsite before sundown to explain my plan to Mee. One head is good, but two is better. 
 
      
 
    The settlement was bustling with folk. I could tell many had just arrived by their faces. They spent some time staring at the hanged men, looking over the dead bodies, frozen in the cold. 
 
      
 
    Hm, eerie stuff. I’d basically only spent a few hours here but compared to these gapers I felt like an old fixture on some level. 
 
      
 
    Despite the incipient pile-up, I slipped past the gates no problem. I overheard that they weren’t going to close them for the night. Seemingly, the Hornet’s men didn’t want to freeze all night at their post on the last day before the caravan departed. A-hem. If the orcs came around tonight, the steppe army would gain a significant number of new slaves. I could feel in my skin that time was of the absolute essence. We had to keep moving west right away. All that remained was to solve the Papa Gino issue. 
 
      
 
    Once past the wall, walking along the big tents, I was looking more under my feet than side to side. I was most afraid to step in a fresh cow patty. But just then I noticed movement to the right from the farthest tent, which looked more like a squalid canopy of old rags. And then I heard a very familiar voice: 
 
      
 
    “Master Eric! Thank the gods – you’re alive!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    “WHEN YOU JUMPED off the horse to save us, we believed you would return to the very last. But then the children came and told us of your demise.” 
 
      
 
    Mee and I exchanged glances. 
 
      
 
    “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked in gremlin tongue. 
 
      
 
    “You mean the devious captain decided not to dissuade the people of what their own eyes saw?” 
 
      
 
    “You, by the way, did the same with the children.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, who’s arguing?” 
 
      
 
    The woman, paying our dialogue no mind, continued feverishly wolfing down the food placed before her. 
 
      
 
    When she called me over back in the camp it took some effort to recognize Maya in the skeletal half-living creature she’d become. One of the women we rescued from slavery. 
 
      
 
    Sharp cheekbones, sunken eyes shimmering with the gleam of hunger. Lips shivering in the icy air. Hands pocked with frostbite sores. The woman was very nearly too far gone. All wrapped in loose rags, she looked like an old scarecrow, long forgotten by its makers. 
 
      
 
    Tears streamed down Maya’s sunken cheeks. It’s hard to fake a look like that. I saw and could feel that the dying unfortunate woman really was happy to see me “resurrected.” 
 
      
 
    After feeding her some potion of satiety, I led Maya into the forest. To our little camp where my friends were waiting impatiently. 
 
      
 
    While Maya ate, we tried not to pester her with questions. Despite the dose of enhanced potion, she was greedily shoveling everything within reach into her mouth. Seemingly, the poor lady has been starving a long time now. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that, after Mee’s Wave of Healing, her body needed raw material to use for Regeneration. Then a few minutes later, I looked on in satisfaction as the shapeless sores on her hands slowly but surely healed over. And then a slight rosy glow appeared on her gaunt face. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you alone? Where are all the others? Where are the children?” Those were the first questions that rained down on Maya when she stopped eating. 
 
      
 
    Taking a swallow from a flagon of water and wrapping herself tighter in a fur, she stared into the fire with an absent gaze. 
 
      
 
    “They’re gone now,” she finally answered quietly. “They all died. It happened ten days after we split up. We set up camp for the night. Then around morning the orcs of the Clan of the Black Fox attacked.” 
 
      
 
    Mee and I exchanged glances again. 
 
      
 
    “I remember their tribal symbols well. A month ago, the son of their chief took the daughter of a shaman from the clan I lived with as his bride.” 
 
      
 
    “And what of the rangers?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “They gave battle and were victorious,” Maya answered. “They even took three orcs captive. But while they fought, their riderless wargs...” 
 
      
 
    Maya covered her face with her hands and didn’t finish. I grimly watched the woman’s feverishly heaving shoulders and recalled the faces of the people we freed from the orcs and somehow managed to lead through the Stone Forest. 
 
      
 
    Finally, Maya raised her head. 
 
      
 
    “I saw the wargs tearing them to shreds but couldn’t do anything... Just the captain and five rangers remained among the living. And me...” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Maya sighed and we fell silent, each thinking about our own thing. The news that the children had died shook me. 
 
      
 
    That’s not right! That was not supposed to happen! Had everything we’d done really been for naught? Had the goddess Fortuna really determined our roles long ago, and now all that remained was for us to meekly act out her storyline? 
 
      
 
    “What happened next?” I broke the silence. 
 
      
 
    “The rangers brought me here, sold the captive orcs to an old lanista and got on their way,” Maya answered and, with a crooked smile, added: “And I returned to the world of humans. As it turned out, nobody wanted me here. On the very first day after the captain and his soldiers left, I was robbed. They took all the essences and tablets I had saved up. It wasn’t much but selling them would have given me enough for food and a place in the caravan.” 
 
      
 
    “But what about those hanged men with the signs around their necks?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The woman chuckled bitterly and waved a thin hand. 
 
      
 
    “I tried to complain, but the Hornet only punishes those that bother him. Beyond that, I later discovered that the people who robbed me were his men.” 
 
      
 
    “How were you able to carry on this long?” 
 
      
 
    “I traded everything the robbers disdained to take for food. I took up any work I could find. Until I fell ill. There are plenty of charity cases like me around here. They’ll take your place in the blink of an eye. Now, thanks to your help and healing, I’ll be able to work my way to a place in the caravan.” 
 
      
 
    “But as far as far as I can tell, the Hornet and his boys will be conducting the caravan, right?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “True,” Maya answered. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the good sir’s going rate?” 
 
      
 
    “One silver if on foot. Five for a horse. Ten for a sleigh or cart. The best deal is for those who already have their own sleigh or cart.” 
 
      
 
    “Are they allowed to take passengers for pay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Maya nodded. “But only those that first pay for a place in the caravan. Sleighs are worth their weight in gold at the moment.” 
 
      
 
    “And you can’t just go with the caravan without paying?” I enquired. 
 
      
 
    “Many intend to do just that,” Maya answered. “They’ll trudge along behind the group. But nobody will be protecting them. They won’t be allowed to enter the camp at night. Overall, they’ll be on their own.” 
 
      
 
    Hm, so there’s one more argument for my upcoming conversation with Papa Gino. 
 
      
 
    Mee and I exchanged glances. I awaited a nod of confirmation from the gremlin and turned to Maya: 
 
      
 
    “What do you say to joining forces?” 
 
      
 
    The woman’s face stretched out and she stared at me bewildered. 
 
      
 
    “What are you trying to say?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re offering to let you come with us,” I answered and, smiling, added: “To pick back up where we left off, so to speak.” 
 
      
 
    Maya gulped loudly and tears started welling up in her eyes. But a moment later, she got herself together and, her voice quavering in worry, asked: 
 
      
 
    “What do you want from me?” 
 
      
 
    “The conditions will be just the same as before,” I answered seriously. “While underway, my orders are to be followed unquestioningly. We’ll take care of you; you take care of us. To avoid problems in the future, you’ll swear an oath of secrecy. We can agree on the wording later. As I’m sure you’ve already realized, I do not want everyone around knowing what I am. And one last thing. You are free to leave us at any time.” 
 
      
 
    And before I could say anything else, Maya quickly declared: 
 
      
 
    “I agree!” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!” I smiled. “I’m glad to have you with us!” 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” Mee butted in. 
 
      
 
    “Hrn!” 
 
      
 
    A happy smile bloomed on Maya’s pale exhausted face. 
 
      
 
    For the next half hour, we discussed the wording of the oath. After that, Maya recited it and, when the Great System confirmed everything was in order, we started packing up our little tent. 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, we were at the gates of the village. I recalled Gorgie by activating the summoning amulet while Mee went under a Dome of Invisibility to avoid unwanted questions. 
 
      
 
    Once we got inside the village, we split up. Maya headed for the market. Her mission was to buy us all warm clothing and food for the road. When I gave her the money, I warned her to keep an eye out. Seemingly, the pickpockets knew today was their last chance to earn some bread. 
 
      
 
    We had a few more hours left before sunset but, to my surprise, Tusk was already waiting at the gates. Clearly, when Papa Gino found out about the mage, he pushed his familiar to stand watch early for the important guest. The old man’s affairs must be truly grim. But that’s all the better for us. 
 
      
 
    “Thank the gods you came early!” the ogre barked joyfully. “I was starting to think I’d have to freeze my butt off here until sundown.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re mistaken,” I decided to bring him down to earth. “I have business in the village. I wanted to finish it up before sunset.” 
 
      
 
    The ogre’s ugly mug stretched out, puzzled. His heavy brows crept upward plaintively. 
 
      
 
    “But Papa Gino ordered...” 
 
      
 
    “Ordered?” I frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Me! He ordered me!” the ogre spat out double-time. “He ordered me to wait for you here and, as soon as you show up, to invite you over for dinner! There!” 
 
      
 
    I pretended to think strenuously and rubbed my chin. Tusk meanwhile froze, not breathing. I think I heard a muted snicker from empty space. 
 
      
 
    I finally raised my head and said: 
 
      
 
    “Hm... So be it. I’ll handle my affairs after dinner. Lead the way!” 
 
      
 
    A satisfied smile blossomed on Tusk’s face. He rubbed his hands together and just about skipped as he led me toward the place I first saw him. 
 
      
 
    The first thing that jumped out at me when we got next to the little house the old lanista called home was the large number of clothes lines draped with frozen bandages like garlands. Based on their grey-brown shade, the dressings had been used many times already. 
 
      
 
    There was also a large covered wagon there, refitted as a sleigh. The roof consisted of several hoops stretched over with thick dark-gray sailcloth. Here and there I saw both old and new patches. 
 
      
 
    I immediately estimated – there’d be more than enough space for all of us. That of course was if Gino hadn’t found other passengers yet. 
 
      
 
    In the entryway, I ran into two bulging barrels filled to the top with swamp-colored water that had yet more bandages soaking in them. Despite the unfortunate and even repellent appearance, the barrels gave off a pleasant herbal aroma. 
 
      
 
    In the entryway, the ogre obligingly handed me a brush to clean the snow off my shoes then himself opened the door into the home, gave a cough and loudly proclaimed: 
 
      
 
    “Master Eric has come to visit!” 
 
      
 
    The herbal scent was immediately intermixed with the smell of food, old wood and another ten or so unfamiliar odors. 
 
      
 
    I remember perfectly well how disgusting our neighbor Mrs. Zora’s house smelled when her husband fell ill. Here though, to be frank, I was pleasantly surprised. When I saw the large number of bandages, I started psyching myself up for different smells. I must give Gino’s housekeeper their due – whoever they are, they’re doing an excellent job. 
 
      
 
    And a few seconds after coming inside, I realized who it was. It was the same woman I saw conversing with the ogre before. She was standing reverently still two steps away from me, her head slightly bowed forward. A bit thin, but not bony. I’d call her diminutive. Her pale thin skin seemed to have a slight, barely noticeable greenish tinge. I could see reddening on her thin fingers. Looks like this poor woman is busy washing at all times. 
 
      
 
    Due to the kerchief wrapped tightly around her head, I couldn’t make out the color of her hair. And then, slightly raising her head, she looked at me. 
 
      
 
    Oh gods! Her beauty was breath-taking! Her subtle facial features, little nose, bloodless pale pink lips and eyes... Big, slightly slanted, the color of emerald. They seemed to penetrate into the soul, probing into its darkest most hidden corners. 
 
      
 
    When our gazes met, her brows, thin and delicate as bird wings, shot upward in surprise. I could read incomprehension in her eyes. She quickly turned her gaze to the ogre, as if to ask: “What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t look at me like that, Midori,” the ogre muttered. “And don’t doubt it. He’s a mage. A very young mage with normal eyes.” 
 
      
 
    Ah, so there it is! Now I see the reason for her surprise. My eyes hadn’t changed color since gaining a magic supply, as usually happened to all other mages. At first, I thought the problem was the iridescent tablets. But that lasted right up to the point Master Chi “fed” me a few hundred Clays. Now I don’t know what to think. Although if I’m being honest, I don’t give a crap. It’s actually better this way. Less questions. 
 
      
 
    “Beg apologies, Master Eric,” the woman made a deep curtsey and gave a timid smile. 
 
      
 
    Her voice was soft and spellbinding. 
 
      
 
    “It’s nothing,” I waved it off awkwardly, all the while captivated by her unusual beauty. “Midori? Right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, master,” she bowed again. 
 
      
 
    “Very nice to meet you,” I smiled and added: “Please, call me Eric.” 
 
      
 
    She continued smiling courteously, closed her eyes for a moment to agree and, with a gracious wave of the hand, pointed me to an armchair near the window: 
 
      
 
    “Please, Eric. Make yourself at home. My master will be out to see you soon. May I offer you some wine?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, but I’d take a drink of something more basic,” I answered, hinting at my level and taking a seat. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” Midori nodded politely and asked: “Will bread ale do?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s just the thing.” 
 
      
 
    “And I’ll take a regular ale!” the ogre rumbled right away. But Midori, thinking I couldn’t see, rolled a gaze over him that made a chill run over my skin. Beyond that, was it just me or were her pearly white canines somewhat like small fangs? I looked closer. No. Normal teeth. I must have imagined it. 
 
      
 
    “Aw, come on, Dori!” Tusk muttered in a familiar tone, completely demolishing the effect of the genteel reception Midori had worked so meticulously to create. 
 
      
 
    “I froze my butt off at the gate for hours waiting for the boy,” the ogre continued complaining, diligently ignoring the lightning flickering in Midori’s emerald eyes. 
 
      
 
    I delicately pretended not to notice anything and started looking over the state of the home’s interior. A small crudely carved table in the center of the room, two benches, two stools and two chairs. You can tell right away – the furniture was acquired on a shoestring budget. There’s plenty stuff like this on the market right now. And that’s basically the long and short of it. 
 
      
 
    I noticed a small door at the opposite wall. The master of the house must be back there. Curious, I wonder why he still hasn’t come out. Tusk was clear, after all, that this meeting was very important to the old geezer. 
 
      
 
    Immersed in thoughts, I missed the fact that Midori had appeared at my armchair with a tray in her hands. 
 
      
 
    “Please, Eric,” she pronounced, smiling courteously. 
 
      
 
    I looked around. The ogre was no longer in the room but, based on the muttering sound, he must have been somewhere just outside. Probably in the back room or kitchen. That’s it. Over on the right there is another doorway behind a thick curtain. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I nodded, accepting the small clay mug filled to the very brim with dark brown foamy liquid. 
 
      
 
    “My master will join you any minute now.” 
 
      
 
    After she said that, Midori flitted toward the far door, hitting me with an intoxicating springtime scent of herbs. I wonder, is she using some ability, or had I simply fallen victim to standard womanly charms? 
 
      
 
    Just in case, I activated Sixth Sense again, but didn’t detect anything magical. Other than Mee, frozen in invisibility a step away. 
 
      
 
    Finally, when the mug was just about empty, and I’d started to wonder how long I’d have to wait, the door behind me screeched open. I stood to my feet and turned around. Midori was standing in the doorway while next to her, leaning on her arm was a short unmoving old man. By all appearances that was Papa Gino. Despite the hearty smile, it was obvious that he was experiencing strong pain. I suddenly realized that the mere fact that Gino had come into this room was quite the feat. 
 
      
 
    Hurriedly taking a few steps forward, I was about to greet the master of the house but froze stock still in surprise. A chill ran down my spine despite myself. My mouth instantly filled with bitter saliva with the familiar taste of rot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    THREE QUICK STEPS back and my body was protected by a Muckwalker’s Aura while my right hand was enshrouded with the lilac haze of a Ram. The summoning amulet materialized in my left. Just as I was about to activate it, my gaze fell on the people standing opposite me. 
 
      
 
    To say that they were stunned would be a massive understatement. In Midori’s eyes there was fear and incomprehension. Gino’s wrinkled face stretched out slightly. But I must give him his due. Despite the obvious frailty of his whole body, he tried to protect the woman by standing in front of her. 
 
      
 
    Frankly I’m baffled. Why isn’t anyone attacking? After all, it’s clear as day – Darkness manifested itself when the old lanista came into the room. 
 
      
 
    The tension hanging in the room was slightly thinned by the ogre appearing from behind the curtain. All hunched over in the cramped space, he slipped through the door and froze, staring at us. I noticed a clay jug in his right hand. 
 
      
 
    “So, what is going on here?” he asked, raising his brows and looking baffled. Meanwhile hiding the jug behind him. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to know that myself!” Gino said in a creaky voice. The harsh gaze of his faded gray eyes landed on me. “I suppose you’ll have to explain yourself, young man!” 
 
      
 
    Quickly activating Sixth Sense, I looked around the room and at all of them. Nothing! But there must be something! 
 
      
 
    “How can this be?!” I asked perplexedly. 
 
      
 
    The ogre and people exchanged uncomprehending glances. 
 
      
 
    “I can clearly sense emanations of Darkness in this room,” I continued, stubbornly staring at every one of them. “They’re very weak, but unmistakable.” 
 
      
 
    My gaze stopped on Gino. I’m reminded that Shen could imitate a man masterfully. I’ll never forget his tooth-filled ugly mug. Gino is level seventeen and clearly very ill, but I have a very good idea of what blackbloods are capable of. 
 
      
 
    The old man’s gray brows crept upward. Astonishment in his eyes. Not expecting me to be able to detect you? 
 
      
 
    But the way Tusk and Midori reacted caught me by surprise. They exchanged comprehending glances, which gave them away lock stock and barrel. 
 
      
 
    Moving a bit to the left so my Ram would also hit the ogre, I said with menacing in my voice: 
 
      
 
    “Start talking!” 
 
      
 
    If something like this were to happen in the Wastes or the Stone Forest, I’d have attacked without a second thought. But now, Bug take me, I need to talk to this old man! 
 
      
 
    “Good sir mage!” Gino said with a firm voice. “I swear to you that neither I nor my familiars are in any way linked with Darkness! We bear no ill intent against you! And the thing you sensed is nothing other than my cursed ailment.” 
 
      
 
    After he said that, Gino slowly bent down and raised his right pant leg. 
 
      
 
    “Here...” he pointed at the bandages tightly wrapped around his skinny shin. 
 
      
 
    I quickly read a system message confirming Gino’s oath then, still frowning untrustingly, said: 
 
      
 
    “So, you mean to say...” 
 
      
 
    “Young man,” the old man interrupted me lightly, wincing in pain all the while. “How about we all settle down and continue our conversation calmly at the table as we in fact were planning to do. My legs could give out on me at any moment.” 
 
      
 
    Gino waited for my nod, chuckled and added: 
 
      
 
    “The only reason I still haven’t collapsed on the floor is that I am very scared.” 
 
      
 
    While saying that, he looked warmly at Midori standing next to him. 
 
      
 
    I recognize that look. My parents used to look at me like that sometimes. Looks like Gino is more worried about her than himself. 
 
      
 
    And she, by the way, responded in kind. Carefully supporting him by the elbow, she helped him hobble over to the table. 
 
      
 
    Wheezing and frowning, Gino got down in the armchair and, finally, looked at me. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, what are you standing for?” he asked and pointed at the chair opposite with a shaking hand. “Take a seat! My heart is telling me we have a long conversation ahead of us.” 
 
      
 
    Despite the oaths and reassurances, I was on guard. Trying to position myself so that everyone in the room was inside my field of view at all times, I came nearer the chair and sat on the very edge of it. 
 
      
 
    “I propose we forget that incident and the vexing misunderstanding and start again with a blank slate,” said the old man, trying to muster an open smile. “What do you say?” 
 
      
 
    Sure, just put it out of my mind... But out loud I muttered: 
 
      
 
    “Let’s give it a try.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” Gino said, not hiding his relief. 
 
      
 
    Hm... I was forming the firm impression that he needed me no less than I needed him. 
 
      
 
    Then Gino authoritatively waved a hand and Midori and the ogre behind her obediently left the room. 
 
      
 
    “So then,” he continued once we were all alone (not counting Mee, of course). “In civilized society, people generally introduce themselves when they meet...” 
 
      
 
    “Eric,” I said shortly. 
 
      
 
    “Eric...” Gino repeated after me and, slightly squinting, asked: “Eric what?” 
 
      
 
    “My family name will mean nothing to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, understood!” he hurriedly waved his arms. “You need not continue, Master Eric! Secret affairs of the order...” 
 
      
 
    I just shrugged my shoulders in silence as if to say, think what you like. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Gino Leroy,” the old man introduced himself and, motioning to the side with his chin, added mockingly: “Although, that blue loudmouth probably already told you my sobriquet.” 
 
      
 
    Despite the attempt to joke and speak casually, Gino was suffering in pain. The pale skin on his face, dark circles under his eyes. Seemingly, he hadn’t gotten decent sleep in a long while. And based on his sunken cheeks and gaunt figure, he also had appetite problems. The strange ailment was sucking all the lifeforce out of him. 
 
      
 
    It’s hard to imagine that the man sitting before me owns a gladiator school. I’ve always thought that lanistae are all hardboiled types. After all, keeping gladiators in check is not exactly work for the frail. Although the night is young. Gino’s apparent weakness might turn out to be an act. 
 
      
 
    “Well then,” Gino said, gingerly bending a knee. “Our brief acquaintance has been established. I suggest we get straight to business. Tusk said you wanted to meet me? How can I be of use?” 
 
      
 
    Tenting his dry hands, Gino got ready to listen. 
 
      
 
    I think he already knows the reason for my visit. So I’ll be brief, but first... 
 
      
 
    “Before I get to business, I have to make sure...” 
 
      
 
    Without finishing, I nodded pointedly at his leg. 
 
      
 
    Gino understood mid-word and without further ado or argument, said: 
 
      
 
    “This ailment has been with me a long time. It follows me everywhere like a shadow. I don’t know how, but you were able to recognize its nature. I must note, very few of your colleagues are able to sense Darkness.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you mean to say the authorities are unaware?” 
 
      
 
    “No, come now! Because of this befoulment his Majesty’s secret chancery has me on a special list.” 
 
      
 
    My brows shot up. My surprise did not go unnoticed by the old man. 
 
      
 
    “Such are the laws of Fradia,” he shrugged. “Is it different where you are from?” 
 
      
 
    “Where I’m from?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he nodded. “If I’m not mistaken, you’re a Tarian?” 
 
      
 
    “Is it that obvious?” I asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Your accent gives you away,” Gino smiled significantly. “Yes, and my Observation never sleeps. By the way, you’re far from home.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you said it yourself: secret affairs of the order,” I calmly parried hint for hint. 
 
      
 
    Gino stopped smiling. He thought he could spook me by mentioning the royal chancery. Didn’t work. The order of mages had greater effect. I should try to mention it less often. Today it did the trick, but tomorrow it could end up getting me in trouble. 
 
      
 
    “It happened when I was twenty,” seemingly Gino had decided not to draw his explanation out. “I was an assistant of Arno Giudice – an Ironville lanista, the owner of a school in the capital. I must note that in those days the royal decree ‘On Dark Beasts’ wasn’t yet so much as a twinkle in somebody’s eye. Anyone and anything could be loosed in the arena. And so the lanistae, in an effort to entertain their sophisticated audience, would often procure beasts from beyond the Dead Ocean. Arno was no exception. He purchased a night ghoul from some recently arrived explorers. A ghastly necrophage. A strong and dangerous beast.” 
 
      
 
    When mentioning the dark beast, Gino’s face balled up into an angry grimace. 
 
      
 
    “For a few days, Arno kept the necrophage starving, as the explorers counselled. All that time, we could hear vile howling and jabbering from the beast’s cage. And on the night before the battle, the ghoul came for Arno... Afterward we were told that necrophages have a very devious ability. Hunger makes them stronger. It bent the thick steel bars of the cage as if they were made of unfired clay.” 
 
      
 
    The old man sighed sadly. 
 
      
 
    “Many died that night. The ghoul had a true blood feast. I took a hit as well, as you can see... Its clawed paw sideswiped me. But that turned out to be enough for its poison to infect me for many years to come.” 
 
      
 
    “What about healers?” 
 
      
 
    Gino chuckled bitterly. 
 
      
 
    “Healer’s assistance is not a privilege many can afford. Beyond that, their schedules are booked many days in advance. It is somehow linked with mana supplies and spell usage times. But you already know that.” 
 
      
 
    I pretended to know what he was talking about and nodded comprehendingly. 
 
      
 
    “But I got lucky,” Gino continued. “On the night of the tragedy, when the forces of the city guard finished the beast off, a mage guard came into the school.” 
 
      
 
    I raised a brow in surprise. “Mages serve alongside the city guard?” When he noticed my reaction, the old man chuckled: 
 
      
 
    “Yes, young man. Back then the Order still did its part to help common folk. Apprentice mages patrolled the streets at night. Heh... Tell that to someone now, they’d never believe you... I’m not surprised you never heard of it. So then, one of those apprentices came into Arno’s school that night. I got lucky. He had several healing potions with him. And he also explained to me that only a very powerful healer would be able to extract the dark poison from my body. For example, one like Tzerius Moro, the chief royal healer.” 
 
      
 
    Unable to hold back, I snickered. It goes without saying that I’d never heard of anyone by the name of Tzerius. I simply was imagining the astronomical level such a mage’s spells must have been. 
 
      
 
    “Quite right,” Gino supported me. “I’m here, and the chief royal healer is there.” 
 
      
 
    “And how have you preserved yourself all these years?” I inquired sincerely. 
 
      
 
    “Healing potions, high-level Regeneration. But alas, all that is just half-measures. The ailment has to be exterminated in one fell swoop. Pulled up by the root. Now it nourishes itself on my supplies like a parasite. All this time, I have been able to balance between life and death, but I have nowhere to refill my magic potion reserves in this backwater. And my Regeneration cannot cope on its own.” 
 
      
 
    Now I understand why he lit up when he heard about a mage. And his patience inspired true envy. He’s hoping to finagle some healing potions off me. 
 
      
 
    “I trust I’ve satisfied your curiosity?” Gino asked. 
 
      
 
    “Fully,” I nodded, sitting back in my chair. 
 
      
 
    “So then...” Gino let me know that it was my turn to speak. 
 
      
 
    “I trust your familiar has already informed you that I have a nonhuman travelling with me?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Gino didn’t wheedle. “He told me about the gremlin. If I’m not mistaken, he did not violate the oath he swore to you.” 
 
      
 
    “The Great System would have punished him otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    “Also true... Continue.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be frank with you. I’ve been wracking my brains for the last few days over how to obtain my companion legal status in the world of humans without drawing unwanted attention.” 
 
      
 
    Lowering my voice, I leaned forward slightly and said: 
 
      
 
    “The particulars of my... mission are such that no one can be aware I am anything more than a common boy.” 
 
      
 
    The old man gave a comprehending nod and, smiling, said: 
 
      
 
    “And when you saw an ogre walking freely through a village of humans, then treated him to a drink, you realized what was going on...” 
 
      
 
    “I thought a kid with a gremlin would be sure to draw unwanted attention. But if that kid and gremlin are travelling as servants of a lanista from the capital...” 
 
      
 
    “Then it would look quite natural,” Gino finished for me. He stroked his chin, looked me dead in the eyes and said: 
 
      
 
    “All that remains is to find out what’s in it for the lanista.” 
 
      
 
    Bearing his gaze calmly, I answered: 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you’ve had enough time to figure something out. And given I did get your invitation in the end; I assume we’re going to be able to come to an agreement.” 
 
      
 
    I could tell by Gino’s eyes that I’d hit the spot. But his answer left me discouraged. 
 
      
 
    “Alas, I cannot help you,” Gino shook his head with his teeth slightly clenched. 
 
      
 
    My brows crept up. To be frank, I was absolutely not expecting to hear that. Seeing my reaction, the old man raised his right hand in a reassuring gesture. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot. That doesn’t mean I do not want to. It’s just that for a number of good reasons I have no way of joining the caravan.” 
 
      
 
    After he said that, Gino shot a challenging look at me. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s be specific,” I started slowly. “Am I understanding correctly that you are not opposed to travelling together?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly right,” Gino nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Then if it isn’t too much trouble, could you perhaps tell me those reasons?” 
 
      
 
    “As you already know from my assistant,” Gino started eagerly. “I lost out on a very important investment.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you talking about the executed orcs?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” 
 
      
 
    Gino’s calm showed a crack. 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t ever call that grisly spectacle an execution. My slaves were literally torn to shreds to cheery hooting and joyous hollers!” 
 
      
 
    It was hard for me to understand the man’s feelings. I do not approve of the cruelty the orcs were slain with, but I understand the reasons for it perfectly well. And I doubly cannot understand how a man who wanted to send those same orcs to the arena where they risked the same kind of death, could be talking about cruelty. 
 
      
 
    “Beyond that,” the old man wouldn’t let up, growing even more excited. “Under Fradian law, an illegal act was committed against me and my property! The Hornet, ringleader of the local criminal gang, robbed me in broad daylight! And beyond a doubt I am going to get that information where it needs to go!” 
 
      
 
    He wanted to say something else, but I had to interrupt him: 
 
      
 
    “Would you allow me to know just how that affected your position?” 
 
      
 
    “Directly and plainly!” Gino exclaimed indignantly. “Those barbarians forced me to stay here longer than I was planning when they killed my slaves. I couldn’t go home empty-handed. The Great Games are coming up! And I need fighters!” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” I nodded. “You were hoping you’d be able to get more.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” he answered. “But alas, we ended up waiting longer than we wanted and money, as you understand, has a nasty habit of running out quickly. Who could have thought the prices would be higher in this one-horse town than capital-city markets.” 
 
      
 
    “In other words, your funds have run out?” I asked. “And you have no money to pay for a place in the caravan?” 
 
      
 
    Gino rubbed his eyes wearily. 
 
      
 
    “It’s much worse than all that,” he said. “I’ve had to sell all our horses and one of my covered wagons to pay for food. And now, as you can see, horse prices are through the roof. Even still I’m not certain anyone would be willing to sell us their oldest and sickest nag. Meanwhile, my wagon will need two such nags.” 
 
      
 
    I rubbed the back of my head, perplexed. So I’ve been wasting my time here. 
 
      
 
    “And even if I can solve the horse issue and get us a spot in this caravan, we have one final problem.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the old man interestedly. 
 
      
 
    Gino took a heavy sigh and started to quietly explain: 
 
      
 
    “The thing is the ailment is defeating me. The simple potions Midori brews are not strong enough. I’m dying. I can say for certain that I have just a few days left at most. Now do you understand what I was talking about?” 
 
      
 
    Staring at a fixed point, I spent a bit of time in thought. Okay, let’s say I pay for all of our places in the caravan, buy horses and Mee takes care of the old man. Would that really be worth our time? 
 
      
 
    As if guessing what I was thinking, Gino chuckled and said: 
 
      
 
    “I have to admit, you had the right idea to try and travel with me. Here, in the borderlands, there is no law. But as soon as you get somewhere under control of the royal retinue, you and your gremlin are sure to get some questions. Tusk assured me you are no spy. But in order to stay incognito, travelling with a lanista and his nonhumans, in your case, is an ideal solution.” 
 
      
 
    I understood what the clever old man was hinting at. I decided to play along. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s pretend for a second,” I said. “That I do have certain funds. And that I can acquire places for all of us in the caravan to pay for the aforementioned services. Would it even be possible to buy horses now? I’m sure you’ve asked around.” 
 
      
 
    I saw a smile on the old man’s face. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Master Eric. There still is a way to do that. Honestly, the horses will run us a whole fortune. But as I already said, my health...” 
 
      
 
    I interrupted him: 
 
      
 
    “I think we can help.” 
 
      
 
    “We?” the old man’s right brow crept upward. 
 
      
 
    It just so happened that Mee’s Dome of Invisibility ran out just then and, instead of renewing the spell, he dramatically appeared out of nowhere one step away from my chair. And strange as it may sound, that dramatic flair produced an effect. Gino’s lower jaw crept downward. 
 
      
 
    “Mister Leroy,” I said as I stood up from the chair. “Allow me to introduce my travelling companion, Master Mee.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you mean to say...” Gino sputtered out, stunned. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” I nodded. “Master Mee is a healing mage.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    I WANTED TO KEEP up the conversation, but I was interrupted. The door leading to the front porch creaked and the ogre’s head appeared in the gap. 
 
      
 
    “Master,” he muttered. “There’s some... Some woman here for you. She says her name is Maya and that she has important tidings...” 
 
      
 
    Tusk quickly cast a gaze over us and stopped in surprise on Mee. 
 
      
 
    I noticed Gino’s face start to fill with red and hurried to intervene. 
 
      
 
    “The woman is with me. Just a minute.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” Gino stopped me and turned to the ogre: “Call her in!” 
 
      
 
    A few seconds later, Maya walked in panting and looked at me in alarm. 
 
      
 
    “Speak,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “A panic is taking hold in the village,” she shot out rapid-fire. 
 
      
 
    I felt a chill run down my spine. 
 
      
 
    “They say the Hornet’s scouts have returned from a long-distance expedition they embarked upon two weeks ago. Things are bad... The Hornet and his men are leaving this very instant!” 
 
      
 
    “Out of the question!” Gino interrupted her confidently. “That must be just some manner of foolishness! They won’t be able to pack up the caravan that quickly! The people aren’t ready yet!” 
 
      
 
    Maya shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “There won’t be any caravan. The Hornet is not planning to wait.” 
 
      
 
    Gino’s face turned pale and stretched out. 
 
      
 
    “That’s impossible!” he wouldn’t back down. But I could see that the obvious had started to reach him as well. 
 
      
 
    “It has begun,” I muttered, exchanging a comprehending glance with Mee, then turning to the old man. “Mister Leroy, the time for coolheaded conversation is over. We need to decide fast. Are we together, or shall we part ways?” 
 
      
 
    Gino gave a loud gulp and, without thinking, answered: 
 
      
 
    “Together!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Now that we’ve got that figured out, I suggest we split up. While the women load everything we need onto the wagon, Master Mee will tend to your health. And Tusk and I will try to scare up some horses. I believe you said you know where they can be acquired...” 
 
      
 
    “We could try to buy ours back,” the ogre cut in. “I know that the tavern owner has not yet sold them.” 
 
      
 
    Gino nodded, confirming the ogre’s words. 
 
      
 
    “Then let’s hurry!” I said and headed for the exit. 
 
      
 
    When we reached the street, it was immediately clear that Maya was right. The situation in Tradepost had changed. The sound of people screaming was coming from every direction. My nose picked up on a faint burning smell. A dozen riders came past us at full speed carrying torch. I noticed a few dark silhouettes hiding behind a neighboring building. 
 
      
 
    Tusk and I exchanged glances. In the moonlight, the giant looked menacing. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go alone,” he barked shortly, squeezing a cleaver in his hand. “You’d better stay here and protect the others.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “We have better chances if we’re two.” 
 
      
 
    And seeing that the ogre wanted to object, I stopped him with a swipe of the hand. 
 
      
 
    “Believe me, our companions won’t be left undefended,” I said, giving a predatory smile and activating the summoning amulet. 
 
      
 
    When Gorgie appeared out of nowhere, Tusk greeted him with a loud gasp. Frozen in place, he stared at the harn as Gorgie smoothly approached. A-hem... Next to my cat, the ogre didn’t seem like such a giant anymore. 
 
      
 
    “This is Gorgie,” I introduced my friend. “He’ll look after the house.” 
 
      
 
    “You command a harn?” Tusk asked with just his lips. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie gave a mocking snicker and, smoothly walking a circle around the perfectly still ogre, turned his head in my direction. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be back soon,” I said to the harn. “Don’t kill anyone if you don’t have to. Just scare them.” 
 
      
 
    “Hrn,” the cat replied and dove into the darkness between the house and barn. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We took back alleys to the center of Tradepost. 
 
      
 
    The village was gradually coming to life, and I was liking that life less and less. Women screaming, children crying, men cursing, alarmed mooing, frightened neighing, whistling barks – a nasty cacophony was slowly engulfing the city. One might have thought something which could not be undone was about to happen. I sensed the danger on all sides in my very skin. 
 
      
 
    The nearer we got to the center, the louder the noise became. 
 
      
 
    Weaving between the buildings, we occasionally ran into frightened people. Loaded down with their bags, they were hurrying toward the lake. Does it even need to be mentioned what happened to the poor folks when they saw an ogre plunging out of the darkness? 
 
      
 
    A few times I saw people whose faces made it clear that they were in no rush to leave the village just yet. Like jackals sensing that the stronger predator was out of the picture, they’d already begun rifling through homes in search of spoils. When they saw the outline of the fearsome ogre in the distance, they tucked their tails between their legs and disappeared into the darkness. But that wouldn’t be for long. Soon they would form larger packs and then they might want to try some bigger prey on for size. 
 
      
 
    As I walked, my teeth were constantly clenched in anger. Is this really the world of humans?! The Hornet probably hasn’t made it so far as the middle of the lake and here everyone is already at each other’s throat. 
 
      
 
    When we came near the last house before the market square, we stopped. The ogre motioned for me to wait and peeked around the corner. After a brief survey, he turned to me. 
 
      
 
    “The tavern owner won’t sell us the horses,” he told me shortly. 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    “His corpse is lying on the tavern stoop.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t get much surer than this. Look for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    I walked up to the corner and cautiously peeked around. The ogre wasn’t lying. Fifty feet from our cover, the corpse of a large man was lying on the tavern steps. Head cloven in twain. Brains spattered on the steps. Hands tied behind his back. Looks like they tortured him before they killed him. 
 
      
 
    Totally expectable given the situation. The tavern owner is a rich man by local standards. He probably made a small fortune off these refugees. In fact, one of the sources of magical emanations I detected with my Sixth Sense was somewhere in the tavern’s cellar. I activated the spell again and didn’t see anything. Looks like his tormentors got what they came for and the tavern owner pointed them to his stash. All that remains is to guess why they didn’t leave with the Hornet. I’m reminded that the leader of the local militia was greeted like family in the tavern. Although I wouldn’t be surprised to learn the Hornet himself robbed the place. 
 
      
 
    I took a look around and noticed a few more dead bodies strewn about the square. Mostly men, but there were also women. A few, as if in mockery, were lying beneath the hanging poles. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to feed humans bread. They can get all the sustenance they need hacking down their own kind,” the ogre snickered with scorn and mockingly added: “Well, at least this will spite the orcs – the steppe dwellers will come away with less slaves this way.” 
 
      
 
    Ignoring the acrid comments, I asked: 
 
      
 
    “What next? Any ideas for where we can scare up some horses?” 
 
      
 
    The ogre looked around and pointedly fixed his gaze on the sleighs racing toward the lake. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even think it,” I said firmly, looking at the receding people. “Otherwise we go our separate ways.” 
 
      
 
    The ogre shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have any other ideas.” 
 
      
 
    “Then let’s go back,” I told him and started that way. 
 
      
 
    “And?” asked Tusk, walking after me. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take what’s most needed and move out on our own two.” 
 
      
 
    “The old man will die,” he objected. “Even if I carry him in my arms.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you worry about that,” I said. “My friend is a healing mage. He’ll take care of your master.” 
 
      
 
    “A gremlin mage?! And a healer to boot?!” the ogre’s snout stretched out. “Doesn’t matter who you tell, no one would ever buy it...” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter with gremlins?” I asked angrily. 
 
      
 
    Not noticing my tone, Tusk waved a hand indefinitely. 
 
      
 
    “If the orcs are vultures, the gremlins are whatever picks the carcasses clean after the vultures are done with it.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean to say that ogres are better than gremlins or people?” I asked with mockery in my voice. 
 
      
 
    Tusk either purposely ignored that or didn’t understand my sarcasm at all, shrugged his shoulders and answered: 
 
      
 
    “How should I know?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” The big fellow’s answer knocked me off track. 
 
      
 
    The ogre sighed heavily. 
 
      
 
    “I grew up in the Wastes. I have a spotty memory of my own kind.” 
 
      
 
    “In other words...” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Tusk interrupted me and rubbed the ugly scar on his forehead. “I was a slave of the orcs. Then Papa Gino bought me.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you fight in the arena?” 
 
      
 
    “A few times, but then Gino offered to make me his familiar.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded in silence. I was reminded of the night when Gorgie and I met Mee. 
 
      
 
    “What about Midori?” I asked, trying to make my voice sound even keeled. 
 
      
 
    “Familiar, same as me,” the ogre dumbfounded me with his answer. Something the old man said about having several familiars suddenly flickered up in my memory. So that’s who he was talking about! 
 
      
 
    “Papa Gino bought her in Atria,” Tusk continued, not noticing my bafflement one bit. “Sometimes there’s good stuff on the southern markets. Heh... The old man spent a fortune on her. And no surprise – dryads have always been in demand.” 
 
      
 
    “Dryads?!” I latched onto that word. I can feel my eyes creeping up into my forehead. 
 
      
 
    “Well sure,” the ogre nodded and asked in surprise: “What, did you not realize what she is? Or have you never seen a dryad before?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head silently. So, her greenish skin tone and small fangs weren’t just figments of my imagination? 
 
      
 
    “Well, then I get it,” Tusk easily agreed and explained: “Dryads are rare creatures. They don’t come out of their jungles without good reason. They keep their distance from people. And rightly so.” 
 
      
 
    When he said the last phrase, the ogre motioned at everything happening around us. 
 
      
 
    “Midori was unlucky,” Tusk decided to continue after a brief pause. “Some humans cut her tree down.” 
 
      
 
    “Tree?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the ogre nodded. “But mind you it wasn’t some maple or birch. The tree of a dryad is the source of her magic. If adult dryads lose their tree, they die. But Midori was still a child when it happened. And that’s why she survived.” 
 
      
 
    Tusk’s voice grew softer when he mentioned the woman. Gino also mechanically tried to block her with his body without even thinking about it. As if hearing my thoughts, the ogre said: 
 
      
 
    “All these years, Papa Gino has raised her like his own daughter. And she wanted to become his familiar of her own free will.” 
 
      
 
    A-hem... And I thought my group made for strange company. 
 
      
 
    While we walked back, I had some time to think over what happened. The Horde must have moved out already. I couldn’t understand why the chieftain of the orcs was moving so slow. But when I got to Tradepost, everything fell into place – the humans weren’t the only ones waiting for all the rivers to freeze. 
 
      
 
    Very soon advance parties of wolf riders would reach the walls of Tradepost. I guess that must have been what scared the Hornet’s scouts. 
 
      
 
    The enemy is near, but we still haven’t made a step of progress. I understood perfectly well that we wouldn’t make it far on foot, but I will not kill innocent people for their horses! 
 
      
 
    Then, haunted by unhappy thoughts, I just about slammed into the ogre’s back when he stopped short. I quickly took a look around. Our house was thirty paces away. 
 
      
 
    “You hear that?” Tusk asked me quietly. “We’ve got company.” 
 
      
 
    At first I didn’t understand what he was talking about, but then I distinctly made out frightened neighing from behind the house. 
 
      
 
    “Horses,” I answered quickly. 
 
      
 
    “A few of them,” the ogre confirmed and added: “Five or six.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go!” I commanded shortly and tore off. 
 
      
 
    I could hardly believe that anyone from around here could get through a protector like Gorgie. Still that didn’t mean I wasn’t alarmed. 
 
      
 
    I saw a lithe feline silhouette appear from the darkness, which instantly did away with all my fears. A few seconds later, I already knew what had happened. And when I reached the yard of the house, I saw it all with my own eyes. 
 
      
 
    The first thing that jumped out at me was that Gino’s covered wagon had two furry little horses harnessed to it. Another three such stout horses were tied to the fence. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to rub my eyes to make sure I wasn’t seeing things when a plaintive bleat rang out to my right. I whipped around. Along the wall, two steps from the front door, there were five men sitting on the ground. All with hands and feet bound. Every single one was gagged with a rag. I looked closer. Two of their thieving faces seemed dimly familiar. 
 
      
 
    The men greeted our coming with bleating but, as soon as Gorgie jumped out and snarled in the light from the window, they shut right up. Eyes like tea saucers. Their bodies were shivering hard. 
 
      
 
    The front door opened sharply, and Mee appeared in the doorway with his sling in hand. 
 
      
 
    “Rick? Is that you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I called back. 
 
      
 
    “Thank the gods you’re alive!” Midori exclaimed, appearing behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Where have you been so long?!” Gino’s commanding voice doubled hers from the front porch. “We’re completely ready to depart! We’re only waiting on you!” 
 
      
 
    The ogre and I exchanged perplexed glances. 
 
      
 
    “Tusk, don’t just stand there!” the old man kept commanding as he came out the door. “Their sleighs are past the fence! I saw a few bags of oats in them!” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t need to tell the ogre twice. Tusk reacted with surprising speed and hurried off where he pointed. 
 
      
 
    “And take some hay!” Gino shouted after him. Then to me, nodding at Gorgie he said: “You’re full of surprises.” 
 
      
 
    While Tusk hauled the bags of oats from one sleigh to another, and the women got set up in the wagon, the old man started to tell me what happened: 
 
      
 
    “Not even a half hour after you left, we heard an animal growling out the window and then we heard these dumb-dumbs screaming. If Master Mee hadn’t reassured us, I’d have had a stroke! Given we’ll be working together a while, how ‘bout you tell me about stuff like this in advance next time!” 
 
      
 
    I just shrugged indeterminately as if to say what happened, happened. 
 
      
 
    That was followed by a short retelling of how Gorgie cut down the attackers one by one, then Mee and the women tied them up. 
 
      
 
    “But I have to say I am happy the beast was here. I don’t know how it would have ended otherwise. These bastards didn’t only come here to rob us.” 
 
      
 
    Gino pointedly drew his thumb across his neck. 
 
      
 
    “Old friends,” I heard Tusk’s mocking voice behind me. 
 
      
 
    “You know them?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “These are the Hornet’s men.” The old man nodded darkly at the failed murderers and stated: “Their ringleader decided it was best not to leave me alive. That time with the orcs... Your woman was there also... I publicly promised the Hornet that my highly placed friends would find out what happened here. Looks like that was when he hatched a plan to get rid of me.” 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t he do anything sooner?” Tusk asked. “He could have staged it all quietly.” 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t matter – the people would have thought it was the Hornet either way,” I answered for the old man. “This is a different case... For the record, I’m sure they never wouldn’t have found room for you in the caravan.” 
 
      
 
    Based on the expressive gaze of the most senior captive, who was listening to our conversation, I was on the money. 
 
      
 
    “Finish ‘em off?” Tusk asked darkly. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s leave them,” Gino surprised us all. “As a gift for the orcs. We’ve gotta get out of here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    MORNING OF THE NEXT day came overcast and cold. Just so happened to match my mood. 
 
      
 
    I was sitting in the back of a moving covered wagon and glumly watching the last refugee sleigh teams disappear around a bend in the river. We had just caught up to the ones that left Tradepost almost right after the Hornet. By our calculations, that meant we would catch up to the perpetrator of last night’s dust-up by midday. 
 
      
 
    The main reason we were going so fast was that we’d made a change of wagon. Unlike me, when we were next to the tavern, the ogre was not only looking at corpses. Beyond the fence to the right of the tavern wall, he noticed a familiar wagon cover. When he told us what he found, Gino and Midori’s faces stretched out into almost identical smiles. Mee and I couldn’t understand why they were so happy, or why they wanted to urgently switch from a wagon that was ready to depart. But that only lasted until we saw what they were talking about. 
 
      
 
    A-hem... The wagon Gino had sold to the tavern owner with all his horses was as different from the other as a royal yacht is from a small fishing vessel. Due to the strange shape of the cover, long skis and convex walls, it resembled a sailboat in some way. 
 
      
 
    The interior of the wagon and the area around it was a real mess. Lots of tracks, all kinds of refuse and brownish blood spots. It couldn’t be too far off to suggest the new owner of this mode of transportation was planning to use it to leave the village. And most likely he was already getting ready to leave. But alas, the robbers came, killed the man, stole his horses and took all his stuff. Honestly, there was one thing I couldn’t understand. Why did they abandon a wagon that was fully ready to depart? But then Gino shed some light. As it turned out, it was impossible to drive this wagon without high figures in a few certain abilities. However, the old man himself, the ogre and even Midori were just fine in that regard. They took long-distance trips fairly often, so Gino took care to obtain a comfortable mode of transportation, and to level the particular characteristics it required both for himself and his familiars. 
 
      
 
    To Gino and Tusk’s great delight, the harnesses were all intact. And while I looked on dumbfounded, the ogre harnessed up all our horses to the one wagon. It was then I realized this stop was worth making. 
 
      
 
    Once out of the village and on the lake, we got into a sleigh track laid down by dozens of carts before us and our “sailboat” dashed forward. 
 
      
 
    That whole night, Gorgie was our eyes. He warned us about every awkward obstacle and wandering refugee in advance. Based on the emotions he was sharing with me, the fast-paced dash was nothing more than a pleasant stroll to him. And no surprise with his Speed and Endurance figures. 
 
      
 
    We didn’t leave our little horses without magical support either. My potions of satiety, plus Mee’s Waves of Healing were a big help in perking up our steeds. 
 
      
 
    Speaking of healing, the gremlin’s healing was producing amazing results. The night of periodic thirty-point Regeneration boosts had transformed Gino markedly. His gaze was gradually growing clearer. A rosy glow appeared in his sunken cheeks. He stopped wheezing. With every hour the old man was getting better and better. It was clear even from his appetite when the happily smiling Midori served him food. He just wolfed it all down. 
 
      
 
    And Gino’s transformation wasn’t only physical. The apathy and quaver in his voice went away, and they were replaced by authoritative and harsh notes. I watched the ill old man gradually be squeezed out by a capital-city lanista – the true Gino Leroy. Understandably, the level-three spell didn’t fully cure the dark ailment, but the old man did get a reprieve, nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    And there he is now – speak of the devil. Gino’s raspy voice pulled me out of the pensive mood. 
 
      
 
    “You’re frowning,” he said, half making an observation and half asking a question as he wrapped himself tighter in a big fat comforter. I should note that it was quite chilly inside the wagon. An icy draft was breezing in through every little crack and crevasse. I’m afraid to even imagine what it’s like for Tusk right now, up on the driver’s box. 
 
      
 
    “The people still in the village,” I started without particular desire, “will become slaves of the orcs very soon.” 
 
      
 
    “And what’s so surprising about that?” Gino snickered, letting out a little cloud of steam. “The weak will die; the strong will survive – that’s one of the main laws of our world. And slavery is not the end of life. The chance of freedom always remains.” 
 
      
 
    “But these people just wanted to live a peaceful life. Without war.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t mock me,” the old man grunted. “A peaceful life on the edge of the Wastes? That’s your lack of experience talking.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you mean to say the people moved here because of war?” 
 
      
 
    “All these people fled to these lands to escape taxes and fines. They wanted freedom. But freedom comes at a price. They knew what they were getting into when they dragged their whole families to the outskirts of one of the most dangerous baronies in the Kingdom. And now that it’s gone this far... Do you think those who managed to escape Tradepost will be able to avoid the war?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you not?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not. When they reach the nearest city, they’ll be conscripted by the local authorities on the spot. The men will be put in the militia and the women and children will be used for general labor. Something can be found for everyone in a city preparing for siege. Although, who knows? Maybe the raid will end with the plundering of Tradepost. I think that’s what the Baron of these lands is hoping for.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think the Baron is hoping for that precisely.” 
 
      
 
    The old man chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “So you have also filled your head with the tall tales all those chatterboxes were spewing? About the horde?” 
 
      
 
    “So the people have been warned about the Great Horde?” I asked in surprise. “How long have these conversations been happening?” 
 
      
 
    The mocking and self-confident smile gradually started creeping off the old man’s face. My tone and facial expression were clearly helping that along. 
 
      
 
    “Great Horde?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “There is a Great Horde coming this way,” I began. “Thousands of wolf riders. With the Great Chieftain of the orcs at their head along with the Five Elect. I saw Sarkhaat, one of the Great Shamans, on the edge of the Wastes with my own two eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh gods!” Gino gulped loudly. “So it was all true?!” 
 
      
 
    “Master Eric not only saw him,” Maya’s voice came unexpectedly from the depths of the wagon. Apparently the women were not sleeping, and instead listening to our conversation. “He valiantly took on the sorcerer of the orcs and defeated him, saving all our lives in the process.” 
 
      
 
    I cringed as if I’d just eaten an unripe plum. Somehow, we’d neglected to add that episode to the oath of secrecy Maya swore. There was no point – there were too many witnesses. 
 
      
 
    Gino and Midori stared at me, dumbfounded. 
 
      
 
    “You defeated a Great Shaman?” the dryad asked almost in a whisper. I won’t lie, the admiration in her eyes consoled my ego, but still I didn’t want to lie. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “He fled. And to tell the truth, that’s what saved me.” 
 
      
 
    “But thirty wolf riders weren’t so lucky,” came Mee, adding fuel to the fire. 
 
      
 
    I sent him an inquisitive gaze as if to ask, “why?!” But he just smiled, shrugged his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “May the abyss swallow me up!” Gino exclaimed admiringly. “Do you mean to say that you managed to rout the Great Shaman of the orcs?!” 
 
      
 
    “I was a hair away from death myself,” I answered modestly and added: “But I was saved by Gorgie, which Master Mee left out.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold up,” the old man frowned, worked up in no small way. “Maya, the captain of the Gray Martens brought you to Tradepost, right?” 
 
      
 
    She gave a nod, and he continued, turning to me: 
 
      
 
    “So you’re from the same company?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. We met the rangers after we left the Stone Forest.” 
 
      
 
    “Left what now?!” Gino and Midori shouted out almost in concert. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a long story,” I evaded the real answer. After that, the old man and dryad turned toward Maya at once. She just shrugged her shoulders in silence because, unlike the previous episode, she had sworn to keep quiet about the details of our trek through the Stone Forest. 
 
      
 
    Gino had seemingly guessed it all though, so he decided to come at it from a different angle. 
 
      
 
    “There’s just one thing I can’t understand... Something isn’t coming together. As far as I could tell from your stories, you took on the shaman and several dozen wolf riders alone. Right?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” I answered, neglecting to mention the fact that there were many more than thirty orcs. 
 
      
 
    “And the Gray Martens were there, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “And they didn’t engage? How can that be?!” Gino exclaimed uncomprehendingly. 
 
      
 
    Mee and I traded glances. Heh... I’m reminded that the gremlin was tormented by the same question. 
 
      
 
    “They rode off to save the civilians,” I answered, nodding at Maya. 
 
      
 
    “And you stayed to fend off the orcs!” Again admiration in Midori’s voice. The dryad’s glimmering gaze sent a shiver over my skin. I felt an urge to tell them exactly what really happened. That I’m no hero or savior. Not at all. That I was very afraid just like the others. And I only had to fight because I was thrown off a horse. And that I only survived thanks to happenstance and my friends. 
 
      
 
    But I held my tongue. Mee and I came to the conclusion before that there was no reason for anyone to find out the truth about what the captain of the Gray Martens had done. 
 
      
 
    “Youngster!” Gino hailed, jutting his chin forward. “The capital must know of your feat of heroism!” 
 
      
 
    The old man’s last sentence made me shudder. Time to wrap this conversation up. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to disappoint you, but no one in the capital can ever know,” I objected, shaking my head. “Or anywhere else for that matter. As a matter of fact, the captain of the Gray Martens still thinks I am dead, and we may have assisted in that. Believe you me, for the sake of your and my safety, you’d be better off forgetting we had this conversation.” 
 
      
 
    The smile left Gino’s lips. He frowned. 
 
      
 
    “You must understand that you have to explain yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “With pleasure,” I said with a shrug. “After all, you must have already asked yourself what led to such an important figure as the Supreme Shaman coming to the borderlands. I can see by the look in your eyes that I’m right.” 
 
      
 
    “And just what brought him there?” Gino didn’t back down. 
 
      
 
    “An oath,” I replied and continued, looking the old man dead in the face: “He had sworn to avenge the murder of his grandson.” 
 
      
 
    Gino frowned even deeper and unwittingly rubbed his throat with his right hand. 
 
      
 
    “Do you mean to say his grandson was killed by...” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’m the one who killed Sarkhaat’s grandson, who was also a shaman. Two of our comrades died in that fight, both royal rangers.” 
 
      
 
    “Now I understand,” Gino said unexpectedly and rubbed his forehead. “It’s no secret to anyone that the orcs have their informants in human society. Yes-yes... You’d be surprised if you found out what influential people are sometimes caught red-handed in servitude to the orcs. There are barons and counts among them. The steppe dwellers are not quite the primitive savages we’re accustomed to imagining them as. Gold is no object to them. Sarkhaat will probably be informed of your ‘demise’ soon enough. So ‘resurrection’ is not in your best interest. For someone like Sarkhaat, hiring an assassin through a middleman would basically cost nothing. Heh... And now we’re also in jeopardy!” 
 
      
 
    “Only if you go running your mouth,” I corrected him. 
 
      
 
    I could clearly read on Gino Leroy’s pensive face that he was no longer glad to have linked up with such dangerous traveling companions. 
 
      
 
    Without a doubt, I could have kept quiet about the horde and the Great Shaman, but I decided to be honest. Based on the pensive gaze Gino shot at me, we’d be having a serious heart-to-heart soon enough. 
 
      
 
    After a brief pause, he wanted to say something more. But the wagon started slowing down, so he stopped. 
 
      
 
    Just then, I received a warning from Gorgie. 
 
      
 
    “Your beast is out in front!” the ogre shouted to me. 
 
      
 
    “Follow him!” I ordered. 
 
      
 
    Quickly standing to a half-crouch, I hobbled toward our wagon driver. The wagon was leaning noticeably to the right. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?!” Gino shouted, feverishly clutching the side of the wagon. 
 
      
 
    “Gorgie is leading us to the forest,” I answered quickly. “Ready yourselves – there’s an ambush up ahead.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    HAND TO MY HEART, even despite all my disgust for people who resort to making a living on the suffering of others, I must admit: these ones made a sound choice of ambush location. 
 
      
 
    The river, winding like a giant snake, had just come to a sharp bend. While curving around a small rocky cape, it widened by almost three times. The steep left bank was densely forested, the branches of some of the trees creaked wearily under the weight of the snow, almost touching the ice. All told, it would have been hard to find a better place for an ambush. 
 
      
 
    The horses were carrying us to the right bank, the gentler one – we’d be able to conceal the wagon and horses there among the trees. 
 
      
 
    “What did your beast say?” Tusk asked when I took position next to him. 
 
      
 
    “There is a large concentration of people there past the bend,” I motioned at the cape with my eyes. “Gorgie has picked up many scents.” 
 
      
 
    The ogre kept his eyes on the road and jerked the reins. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe the refugees setup camp there?” he suggested. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I answered confidently. “The wind carries the smell of fresh human blood. Lots of blood. Beyond that, there’s an observer sitting on top of the rock. Gorgie said there were two at first. Obviously the second has run off to warn the others.” 
 
      
 
    The ogre snickered and gave a respectful nod to Gorgie, who was loping alongside the wagon. 
 
      
 
    “I’m convinced,” he muttered shortly and asked: “What next?” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll see we noticed them,” I answered confidently. “That means the others will be here very soon to pay us a visit. There’ll be no avoiding a dust-up, so...” 
 
      
 
    “Better to meet them under tree cover than on an open field,” the ogre finished my sentence and, baring his teeth, asked: “Do you have any party favors for them?” 
 
      
 
    I understood Tusk was nowhere near laughter, and that he was just kidding around to get himself in a fighting mood, so I figured the right thing to do would be to joke back. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, they’re definitely in for some fun,” I smiled back. 
 
      
 
    Before we’d even reached the right bank, in support of my argument, several riders came around the cape hooting and shrieking loudly. 
 
      
 
    From the distance, it was hard to tell who we were dealing with. I couldn’t see their levels or equipment. The only thing that was clear was that we had very little chance of getting away without a fight. 
 
      
 
    At the shore, we discovered a wide inlet overgrown with tall gray reeds. After a moment’s thought, Tusk drove the horses into the natural pocket. 
 
      
 
    Just after we left our pursuers’ field of view, Gorgie obeyed an order from me and hid among the dense field of gray stalks poking up from beneath the ice. That would make a nice little surprise for the highwaymen. 
 
      
 
    After breaking through the reeds, the wagon hopped on shore, made it another couple yards and came to a stop, squeezed by trees on two sides. That’s all. We can’t go any further. 
 
      
 
    Hopping into a snowbank, I raised my knees up high and walked over to the backside of the wagon which Gino was already clambering out of quite nimbly. Wearing a vest of thick black leather inlaid with steel sheets, he had a small crossbow hanging on his shoulder and a short sword with a broad blade dangling from his belt – the old man was battle ready. I stood with my mouth open in surprise. 
 
      
 
    Noticing my bafflement, Gino gave a sprightly grunt and smiled through his gray beard. 
 
      
 
    “Am I to understand you counted me out? Hehe! No need to answer, I can tell by your eyes that I’m right!” 
 
      
 
    Midori’s limber figure appeared in the gap behind the old man. A long, carved bow in her right hand, a bulky quiver full of arrows on her back. I took in the dryad’s graceful movements and found myself unwittingly gazing in admiration. 
 
      
 
    She jumped to the ground without a word and disappeared among the trees. I rubbed my sleeve on my eyes in surprise and turned my head in hopes of seeing where the woman had gone. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t bother,” I heard a mocking growl from the ogre behind me. “The forest is her element.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have much time,” Gino distracted me. “What can we expect out of you?” 
 
      
 
    “A few attack spells,” I answered hastily. “And this...” 
 
      
 
    Gino and Tusk greeted the Lair creation message with a simultaneous gasp. 
 
      
 
    “A weak shield,” the old man commented. “But any little thing will help us now. Heh... But for long journeys that ability is simply amazing! You also mentioned attack spells? What’s the range?” 
 
      
 
    “Starting at fifty-five feet,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    The ogre and old man sighed heavily. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to let them come very close then,” Tusk said with no enthusiasm. “Let me guess, the spell is level five or six?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded in embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    To be frank, I was slightly taken aback by how casually they were reacting to what I had to say. That, by the way, said a lot. For example, it said that my companions were not mages but that they must have had some first-hand experience with magic. They were probably starting to wonder just how I had been able to rout a Great Shaman and take down thirty wolf riders at the same time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Just a few minutes later, the first riders appeared around a bend in the river. 
 
      
 
    “All familiar faces,” the ogre muttered as he sat on the wagon’s tailboard. Gino’s head poked out from behind his broad back. 
 
      
 
    “Abyss!” the old man cursed. “That jackal has been driven mad by his own impunity!” 
 
      
 
    Mee and I were standing behind the wide trunk of an old tree fifteen feet away from the wagon and could see perfectly exactly who Tusk and Gino were talking about. The band of a dozen riders was headed by none other than the Hornet. 
 
      
 
    I frowned. 
 
      
 
    No. Seeing the former “caretaker” of Tradepost didn’t surprise me in the least. As a matter of fact, I was prepared for something just about like this. But something else had me confused – I seemed to remember him having many more riders. It’s possible the Hornet sent some of his people around to flank us. As bad luck would have it, the wind is not blowing our way, and Gorgie in the reeds doesn’t smell anything yet. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile the riders switched from a gallop to a trot, then came to a complete stop approximately a hundred feet away from our ambush. Right in front of the wall of reeds. 
 
      
 
    “Hey old man Gino! You still alive?!” 
 
      
 
    The Hornet’s rasping voice was mocking and angry at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “I see you got your wagon back! I guess its previous owner didn’t need it?!” 
 
      
 
    The Hornet’s troops met his last sentence with savage cackling. In all that time, none of them took a single step forward. I was liking the way these people behaved less and less. I was starting to get the impression they were stalling. 
 
      
 
    Based Gino’s grimaces, I was not the only one to reach that conclusion. 
 
      
 
    “I trust you understand, after all, that as soon as the Baron finds out about your dirty dealings, you’ll be strangled like rabid dogs?!” Gino shouted unexpectedly. 
 
      
 
    At first, I didn’t understand why he was revealing his location, but then it hit me. The old man is trying to provoke the Hornet to attack. 
 
      
 
    “Old fool!” the Hornet shouted, smiling. “Where’d you get the idea that the Baron will care a whit about us?! He and his retinue are hiding in Borg like a pack of cowardly rats! Ha-ha! Idiots! They think they can wait out the Horde!” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered. The Hornet knew about the Great Horde and understood that Borg couldn’t outlast it. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile Gino, paying the criminal’s words no heed, continued plying his course. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen many of your ilk executed before!” the old man shouted. “First they’ll cut off your noses, tongues, lips, ears and members! But you won’t die from blood loss! No! A healer, assistant to the executioner, will be treating your wounds! And they won’t burn your eyes out! You’ll be made to watch as they torture your comrades!” 
 
      
 
    “Old fool!” the Hornet barked in response. “By the end of winter, this Barony will cease to exist! It will be forgotten, like Arundel before it!” 
 
      
 
    “Then all your finger- and toenails will be yanked out one by one!” Gino wouldn’t let up. Based on the Hornet’s outrage and his peoples’ silence, the old man’s plan was starting to bear fruit. “Then they’ll pull off your fingers with big pincers!” 
 
      
 
    “Dodderer!” the Hornet howled. “You do understand that everything you’re describing will be happening to you today, right?! Then your nonhumans will have their turn!” 
 
      
 
    “While the executioner eats lunch, his less capable assistants will bash all your joints to dust! But there will be a watchful mage on site to make sure none of you kick the bucket so soon! Then they’ll start in on your loved ones! Before your eyes, they will torture your wives, children and parents! That’s how marauders are punished! Such is the will of the Steel King!” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered despite myself. If the old man isn’t lying, the ruler of these lands is even crueler than they say. 
 
      
 
    Gino wanted to say some more, but we heard a loud cry of pain from the direction the dryad had gone. Based on the timbre, it was not a woman screaming either. So part of the band had been sent through the forest to flank us after all. 
 
      
 
    The cry of pain from the forest served as a signal. The Hornet gave a loud whoop, jerked his horse’s reins and his company took off. At the same time, I gave Gorgie a mental order to go help Midori while preparing to activate Ram. 
 
      
 
    The bowstring of a crossbow gave aloud thrum and the first bolt flew toward the racing riders. Gino was clearly aiming at the Hornet but, alas, missed. 
 
      
 
    After that, the riders fanned out, forming something of a semicircle and, a few moments later, flew into the thicket of reeds. 
 
      
 
    A bearded man in a brownish-black half-coat riding a short furry pony was first to hop onshore. He bared his teeth angrily and rolled his eyes like a savage. For the record, almost every one of the Hornet’s warriors had a hunting bow on their back, but none of them were using it. There could only be one explanation. They mean to take us alive. 
 
      
 
    The bearded man was fifty-five feet out, just right to activate an Ice Arrow. 
 
      
 
    — You have killed Raider (8). 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (1600). 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (2). 
 
      
 
    The shock made me shudder. The Ice Arrow flew true and hit the bearded man in the head, taking part of his skull with it. Is that all? That fast and easy? I was stunned. I’d killed before. But not like that, with one shot... The fact I had just killed a man, or not even – a soulless enemy, didn’t bother me. If not him, me. The raiders would probably torture us all before killing us too. 
 
      
 
    His headless body slammed to the ground, irrigating the snow with rust-hued blood. His horse, meanwhile, paying no mind to the lack of rider, continued its gallop apace until it reached shelter among the trees. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, the other riders started appearing from the thicket. I greeted a few of them with ice arrows, and those that made it past them were blasted by a Ram and Lightning. The old man’s crossbow also managed to give another thrum. All that time, I was hearing terrifying cries from the forest. That must have meant Gorgie had finally reached the attackers. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later it was all over. Neither the Hornet nor any of his troops managed to reach us. Two of the raiders were able to escape. I didn’t strike them in the back. I didn’t want to waste the mana on Arrows. As it turned out, my first hit was a lucky coincidence. Out of ten “icicles,” only three hit their target. The rest of the shots I missed. And that means four hundred ninety mana points went up in smoke. I desperately need Accuracy! Among other things... 
 
      
 
    Just then, Gino finally got what he was after and hit the Hornet with a bolt. The raider ringleader was lying on the snow in a puddle of his own blood. A thick crossbow bolt protruding from the right side of his chest. 
 
      
 
    When I walked up to him, he was still alive. The attentive gaze of his gray eyes landed on my face. I could see he didn’t have long to live, so I bent down to finish him off. 
 
      
 
    “You are a mage?” the Hornet rasped barely audibly. Blood sputtered from his mouth. He clenched his jaws, but the blood seeped out between his yellow teeth and flowed down his beard. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    His mouth spread into a blood-soaked smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Now that I did not consider.” 
 
      
 
    Then his smile turned to a scowl. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll live to regret helping that old geezer... He isn’t who he seems to be... As soon as he gets the chance, he’s sure to betray you.” 
 
      
 
    “So then, are you any better?” I asked mockingly. “You found out about an advance party of orcs and fled without so much as warning the people.” 
 
      
 
    The Hornet’s glassy eyes bored into me and, with the last of his strength, he spat out angrily. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t owe a thing to anyone!” 
 
      
 
    By all appearances, he had poured the last of his strength into that exclamation. His body went limp all at once, his facial features grew sharper. With his final breath, the Hornet suddenly gave a crooked smile and before falling silent forever, he made one last barely audible utterance: 
 
      
 
    “What makes you think I was fleeing the orcs?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    AFTER THE HORNET gave up the ghost, I quickly scanned the area. Gorgie had just appeared from the forest and Midori after him. The harn and I met gazes and a moment later he gave a comprehending growl and dashed toward the cape. 
 
      
 
    The dryad, having watched us closely, led a surprised gaze over the beast as he disappeared amongst the trees. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s he going?” She couldn’t resist asking. 
 
      
 
    “Up the rocks where their watchman is still sitting,” I answered. “I desperately need to have a talk with him.” 
 
      
 
    Gino walked up just then and cut in. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “They weren’t fleeing the orcs,” I informed him shortly, nodding at the Hornet’s corpse. “They got frightened by something else.” 
 
      
 
    The old man and dryad exchanged glances. 
 
      
 
    “Did he tell you that?” Gino asked. I could hear obvious mockery in his voice. 
 
      
 
    I just nodded in silence. 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t say anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “Only that,” I responded. 
 
      
 
    I neglected to mention the fact that the late marauder ringleader had warned me not to trust Gino. And to be frank, it was because I didn’t take what he said seriously. But as for the threat... 
 
      
 
    “The delirium of a dying man,” the old man waved it off casually. “He wanted to muck things up on his way out.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what if we suppose that his scouts found something or someone else?” 
 
      
 
    “Am I to understand you have some guesses?” Gino asked with now greater attention. 
 
      
 
    I took a heavy sigh and said thoughtfully: 
 
      
 
    “It’s still too early to say. Let’s wait for my beast. I hope he’ll have a successful hunt.” 
 
      
 
    I had no doubt that Gorgie would drag the marauder watchman to me. I just needed to share my impressions with my friends before telling anything to our allies. 
 
      
 
    After a brief conversation with Mee, we came to the conclusion that my guesses were probably right. We just had to wait for the harn. 
 
      
 
    An hour later, when all the loot was collected and the horses that hadn’t scattered were rounded up, we got back underway. Now, not considering the horses we already had, our herd had grown by eleven head. As for the Hornet’s band... Of the twenty soldiers that attacked us, only two got away. Not counting the watchman. His fate is predetermined. Gorgie will not let him escape. 
 
      
 
    I should note that after the battle I occasionally caught thoughtful looks in my direction from Gino and his familiars. My Ice Arrows and especially the Accuracy I cast them with, to put it lightly, didn’t particularly impress either Gino or Tusk. But the same could not be said of my Ram and Lightning. The effect of these spells utterly shocked my allies. I could read clear comprehension in their eyes that, if not for my magic and my pet – we’d never have won. 
 
      
 
    When we got to a narrower part of the river and made it around the cape, we drove right into the dead marauders’ empty camp. And though I had some nagging doubts deep down over being party to the death of almost twenty people, after what I saw in the camp, they all fell away. 
 
      
 
    The Hornet and his pack of thieves got what they deserved. Based on the number of sleighs and carts, the rapscallions had robbed and murdered several dozen refugees before trying to do the same to us. It was their blood that Gorgie smelled earlier. We walked between the tents and sleighs in silence, here and there noticing telltale brownish red splotches on the snow. But there weren’t any bodies anywhere. 
 
      
 
    “Over here!” Midori’s alarmed cry came not from the camp but the river. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, we were at the dryad’s side, stock still in almost the center of the river near a fairly wide hole in the ice. Incidentally, there was a well-trod trail of brownish red leading from the hole to the camp. Based on the telltale drag marks, the Hornet’s men had disposed of the corpses of their victims right here. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” I asked an utterly logical question. 
 
      
 
    “Most likely they didn’t want to attract any predators,” Tusk answered, standing next to me. “And so they threw the corpses into the water.” 
 
      
 
    “The current here is strong,” Gino added for some reason. “The river will have quickly carried the bodies toward the lake.” 
 
      
 
    “Bastards!” Maya cursed through her teeth. Her eyes were tearing up. 
 
      
 
    I strained to look into the black spot of water already covered with a thin crust of ice and felt an unwitting chill and sense of loneliness rushing up from the depths. I understood it was all just the fruit of my imagination, acting up after what I’d just seen and experienced. It was like I was feeling all the pain of the people who died here. I raised my head for a moment and looked around. Based on the expressions on my companions’ faces, they felt approximately the same way. 
 
      
 
    I was pulled up from the uncanny whirlpool of feelings by a demanding tug at my sleeve. 
 
      
 
    “Rick,” I heard Mee’s voice. “Gorgie’s back.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Would you look at that! He did catch the bastard after all!” Tusk commented admiringly when he saw the harn easily dragging a small man by the collar. “I’m ashamed to admit it, but I’d started having doubts.” 
 
      
 
    Unlike the ogre, I was absolutely certain that Gorgie was up to the task. Not being able to catch some level-ten ragamuffin with his figures? There was just no way. 
 
      
 
    “By the way – that is one of the Hornet’s best scouts,” Tusk told me, pointing at the man lying at our feet. “They call him Hedgehog.” 
 
      
 
    Gorgie just snickered mockingly and, leaving his prey for me, moved out to investigate the camp. 
 
      
 
    “I still can’t get used to the fact he’s intelligent,” the ogre scratched the back of his head. “Sometimes I feel uneasy when he looks at me.” 
 
      
 
    I just shrugged my shoulders indefinitely in response. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the harn’s prey woke up and started looking around like a madman. 
 
      
 
    “Hedgehog, stop twirlin’ your noggin!” Tusk barked at the man. “Look this way!” 
 
      
 
    He gave a frightened shudder, gulped loudly and raised his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “What, murderer, think you could get away?” the ogre continued to prod. “There’s no escaping us.” 
 
      
 
    It took me some effort not to laugh. 
 
      
 
    “Where am I?” Hedgehog asked, his voice quavering. 
 
      
 
    “Take a better look,” the ogre suggested, squinting angrily. “You’ll get your bearings right quick!” 
 
      
 
    The man looked around again, but closer and, based on his sour look, he really did not like what he saw. 
 
      
 
    “I see it’s hit you,” the ogre growled malevolently. “Well, and as it’s hit you, it’s time for you to start talking!” 
 
      
 
    “W-what do you want to know?” 
 
      
 
    “How’d you end up in this life?” the ogre asked. Pointing his big mitt around the camp and part of the river, he said: “As far as I know, you didn’t always earn your keep this way.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all the Hornet!” Hedgehog leapt up, alarmed. “He suggested we stop for one day and...” 
 
      
 
    “And you’re just an innocent little lamb?!” Tusk interrupted him, smiling. “Now tell me you tried to talk them out of it, but nobody would listen.” 
 
      
 
    Hedgehog stared dumbly at the ogre and nodded unconfidently. He obviously didn’t pick up on the sarcasm. 
 
      
 
    “How many people did you put beneath the ice?” Gino cut into the interrogation. 
 
      
 
    The man wanted to take refuge in silence, but Tusk loomed over him menacingly. 
 
      
 
    “Four families,” Hedgehog hurried to answer. “They were from the same village. Hunters and fishers. They lived well.” 
 
      
 
    “Did they leave Tradepost with you?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Hedgehog shook his head. “They asked to, but the Hornet wouldn’t let them. They were right behind us the whole way. Then the Hornet suggested we rob while we made camp. He said the law in this barony is no more and will never return. And so...” 
 
      
 
    “Did you put children beneath the ice, too?” 
 
      
 
    Hedgehog lowered his head in silence. 
 
      
 
    “And I’m the one you call nonhuman?” the ogre spat out angrily. 
 
      
 
    He wanted to say something else, but I stopped him. 
 
      
 
    “Why’d you leave Tradepost in such a hurry?” I asked the man. 
 
      
 
    He shuddered and looked plaintively at me. I could read mortal fear in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Were you on that scouting expedition?” I guessed. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Hedgehog finally answered. “The Hornet sent ten of us out two weeks ago to scout and see how close the orcs were. He ordered us to come back to Tradepost as soon as we saw the first advance party.” 
 
      
 
    “And how close were the orcs?” Gino asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Hedgehog shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” the old man asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “We never saw any orcs,” the Hornet’s former scout’s reply made Gino furrow his brow. 
 
      
 
    “We saw something else,” Hedgehog quickly started explaining. “On the eighth day, we reached Gray Peak. We decided to set up camp there. But that night, a monster attacked us. While it scarfed down the others, me, Wooks and Sam managed to flee. For the first three days we thought we’d made a clean getaway. But then we realized it was after us.” 
 
      
 
    After he said that, Hedgehog fell silent. His hands and lips were quaking, tears welling up in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “What happened next?” Tusk asked threateningly. 
 
      
 
    “We stopped to take a breather for a couple hours. I was so exhausted that I fell asleep right where I hit the ground. In the middle of the night, I woke up to a scream. It was Sam. Wooks severed the tendons of his legs while he slept.” 
 
      
 
    “He left his brother in arms as bait,” the ogre spat out again. 
 
      
 
    The longer I listened, the viler I felt being next to the man. But I resisted and asked another question: 
 
      
 
    “Did you see the beast that attacked you?” 
 
      
 
    “I did,” Hedgehog nodded. “But I couldn’t make out its level or name. It was just painfully fast.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you describe it?” 
 
      
 
    “Hold up,” Gino stopped him and turned to the dryad: “Midori, kid, do me a favor and fetch me my bestiary.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded in silence and ran to the wagon. A minute later the old lanista was holding a big old book in encased in a dark brown leather jacket. Would you look at that! It took me some effort to hold back the explosive curiosity. 
 
      
 
    “How many limbs did the beast have?” Gino asked, opening the book to page one. Based on the lines and page numbers opposite them it was the table of contents. 
 
      
 
    “Not a one,” Hedgehog answered shortly. 
 
      
 
    Gino snickered comprehendingly and asked: 
 
      
 
    “Something like a snake?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so, yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” the old man said, opening the book nearly to the middle and handing it off to Hedgehog. “Here, take a close look at these pictures. Do any of them look like the thing you saw?” 
 
      
 
    Hedgehog accepted the folio with quavering hands and started looking closely at the images. I, burning in impatience, could not deny myself the pleasure and also leaned in over the book. I recalled our school bestiary. A thin little tome of seventy entries – most of the land critters and birds that lived in our region. 
 
      
 
    Nothing in common with what I was now seeing. Not exactly your wolves and sparrows! A true bestiary! With brilliantly rendered images and detailed descriptions of every monster! My hands started shivering. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Hedgehog flipped to his fifth page. He was about to go to the next one but suddenly his hands started quivering even harder and he slowly raised his head. 
 
      
 
    “T-there it is,” he said, hiccupping. 
 
      
 
    Gino took the book and looked at the picture. The creature staring back at us looked more like a lizard with no arms or legs than a snake. The body was too short. And it had fins and a head like a fish... 
 
      
 
    “You must be mistaken,” the old man said confidently. “You cannot have seen this creature.” 
 
      
 
    “But that is what I saw!” Hedgehog replied no less confidently. His pupils grew wide, his hands balled up into fists. Seemingly, the man was firmly convinced. 
 
      
 
    “But how can that be?!” Gino exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “Well what’s wrong with this monster?” I enquired. 
 
      
 
    “Only everything!” he huffed. “First of all, it’s exceedingly rare. So rare that many learned men consider it an extinct species. And second, because it simply could not be found in an area such as this.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because this is a Dartan Whipsnake! These creatures once inhabited the Icy Sea and its vicinity! That is the very northernmost point on our continent! How could one have gotten here?!” 
 
      
 
    I breathed a heavy sigh and rubbed the back of my head. My state did not evade the old man’s sharp gaze. 
 
      
 
    “Is something the matter?” he asked excitedly. 
 
      
 
    “The man is most likely not mistaken,” I answered. “It seems I know how that beast would have reached these climes.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re listening very carefully, Master Eric,” Gino said. 
 
      
 
    All of my travelling companions’ gazes intersected on me. Hedgehog also perked up his ears. 
 
      
 
    Although Mee and Maya knew what I was talking about already, I’d have to come up with a plausible tale for the others. After a moment’s thought, I decided to take an orcish old wives’ tale as a basis and make a few minor additions. 
 
      
 
    “Far to the east of here, in the depths of the Wastes is a place the orcs call Dread Cliff,” I began and caught an approving look from Mee out of the corner of my eye. My friend thought I was making the right move. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve heard of it,” Tusk surprised me and exchanged an understanding gaze with Gino. “And what does that orcish campfire story have to do with the beast that devoured the Hornet’s scouts?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I suppose their connection is as direct as can be,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    “So are you trying to say that the tales of that place resemble the truth, and that cliff really does exist?” Gino frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” I nodded. “As a matter of fact, it’s not for nothing they called it ‘dread.’” 
 
      
 
    The old man shifted from one foot to the other and, putting his hands on his sides, said untrustingly: 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to forgive me, Master Eric, but the longer I listen to you the less I understand what you’re trying to get at.” 
 
      
 
    “For a long time, that cliff served as a prison for some of the world’s rarest and most dangerous beasts,” I answered quickly. 
 
      
 
    That made Gino and his familiars shudder. Hedgehog, sitting on the snow, hiccupped loudly. 
 
      
 
    “Are you trying to say...?” the old man started. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I interrupted him. “The ‘prisoners’ escaped and scattered on the steppe.” 
 
      
 
    “But how do you know that?!” Midori couldn’t resist asking. Her eyes flew open wide. Her arms started slightly shivering. Apparently, the news of the beast prison had her pretty shaken up. 
 
      
 
    I was ready for that question, so I quickly lied with no pangs of conscience: 
 
      
 
    “Our companions told me about it. The ones I mentioned earlier.” 
 
      
 
    When I said that, I nodded pointedly at Hedgehog on the ice as if to say I’d explain later, without strangers listening in. Gino shook his head comprehendingly and, turning the conversation down a different path, said pensively: 
 
      
 
    “Hm... Rare and dangerous beasts collected from all over the world and imprisoned in one place. Only a mage would be able to do something like that. As a matter of fact, only a very powerful mage specialized in control magic could have done it.” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered despite myself. Master Chi’s vile magic was something I’d never forget. Quickly looking over the others’ faces, I exhaled in relief. Nobody noticed my state. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the discussion carried on. 
 
      
 
    “The orcs must have had a hand in it too,” the ogre tossed in his three copper. 
 
      
 
    “As far as I’ve heard, the orcs used to fear that place,” Maya objected. 
 
      
 
    “I agree with Tusk,” Gino said. “It wouldn’t be realistic to feed such huge beasts way out there without orcs. So that means the masters of that cliff must have had an arrangement with the local chieftains. A-hem... Dark dealings... I’m afraid to even imagine what could have kicked off that jailbreak.” 
 
      
 
    The old man furrowed his brows and looked at me sidelong. My heart can sense he has a lot of questions. I need to prepare for them. 
 
      
 
    “Something else has been bothering me though,” Tusk said thoughtfully. “How would a beast from there have gotten so close to Tradepost? Of course, there must have been flying beasts among the monsters...” 
 
      
 
    The ogre skipped a beat and glanced at me searchingly. If I say “yes” they’ll have more questions, if “no” – same story. Better keep mum. So I just shrugged my shoulders indefinitely – take that as you will. 
 
      
 
    “Here it says the Dartan whipsnake lives in water,” Midori said thoughtfully. The dryad opened the bestiary and attentively read the description of the northern monster. “It comes on shore rarely. Just to hunt and it never goes far from water. It pulls its prey down to the bottom but doesn’t eat it right away. It waits a few days for it to start spoiling.” 
 
      
 
    “A lover of rot,” the ogre winced and asked: “But I still can’t understand how it got to this area.” 
 
      
 
    “Strange,” Gino said thoughtfully. “As far as I know, there aren’t any steppe rivers that connect with the bodies of water around here.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe it crawled from one body of water to the next?” I suggested. “For example, from the Snakelet, a steppe river, to some swamp. Then from the swamp to the next river and so on...” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” the old man agreed. “That leads to the next logical question. Why would it do that? This is a long way from the Wastes.” 
 
      
 
    “Not enough food?” the ogre suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Unlikely,” Gino waved it off. “There’s plenty to hunt on the steppe.” 
 
      
 
    “Well maybe there was something hunting it out there.” Mee unexpectedly intervened. “That cave probably held other aquatic beasts more dangerous than a Dartan whipsnake.” 
 
      
 
    “Bravo, Master Mee!” Gino exclaimed. “Your guess would explain a lot!” 
 
      
 
    Mee’s ears went slightly dark. Watching the gremlin get embarrassed, I chuckled. The old man had been generously doling out praise to my familiar over the last few days. And of course he was! The constant presence of a healer had really brought the old man back to life. 
 
      
 
    “Master Mee is actually right in some measure,” Midori said as she closed the bestiary. “There’s one other reason the Dartan whipsnake might leave the water for a long time.” 
 
      
 
    “What might that be?” Tusk asked for all of us. 
 
      
 
    “That whipsnake is most likely a female. Before laying eggs, they spend a long time looking for a nesting spot and they are very particular. It looks like Master Mee is right. Many predators escaped from that prison and they would be a threat to her future offspring. And so she was fleeing that danger. It says in the book that female whipsnakes lay eggs once every few years, usually just two to three at a time. They then remain in the nest until the eggs hatch. They leave the nest very rarely. Only to hunt...” 
 
      
 
    The dryad trailed off and turned sharply toward Hedgehog. Then she started again, drilling into our captive with her eyes: 
 
      
 
    “Looks like someone’s trying to play us for fools.” 
 
      
 
    The ogre gave a menacing growl and took a step forward. Grabbing the shrinking Hedgehog by the collar, he lifted him up and shook him forcefully. I could clearly make out the ripping of clothing and clattering of teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Think you could play a joke on us, you rapscallion?!” Tusk roared right in the captive’s face. 
 
      
 
    Hedgehog whimpered plaintively. I saw blood on his lips. Looks like not only his clothes tore. 
 
      
 
    “Start talking!” 
 
      
 
    And hiccupping, Hedgehog began. For the most part, he had already told us the whole truth. About the attack on his brigade, and him and two others surviving by fleeing. But he left out a few important details. 
 
      
 
    “While the others setup camp,” Hedgehog murmured plaintively. “Me and Wooks went to the lake to fetch some water. There, among the stones, we found a big huge nest. And in it were the bones of every creature that lived in the area! We even found a few bear skulls. We put two and two together right away. This was no simple beast’s dwelling. We were compelled to dig through all the shit. And we didn’t come away empty-handed...” 
 
      
 
    “What did you find?” Gino asked agitatedly, his whole body lurching forward. 
 
      
 
    “This here,” Hedgehog lowered his shivering hand into his knapsack, cringing with pain. And a second later, he was holding a turbid gray pearl the size of a dog’s head. 
 
      
 
    Just then, I detected a weak barely perceptible taste of rot on my tongue. Looking gloomily into the pearl’s description, I breathed a heavy sigh. I activated Sixth Sense and saw a tiny dark pulsating cluster in the center of the pearl. And when I looked closer, I noticed a thin dark thread running from it to the east. A chill ran down my spine. 
 
      
 
    “These two plundered a female whipsnake’s nest and made off with her most precious belonging – an egg,” I said. “Beyond that, there’s a thin magical thread stretching from the egg back toward Tradepost. I trust you all understand what I’m talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “This thing’s mommy will be dropping by soon to pay us a visit, and she’s gonna be pissed!” the ogre exclaimed. The notes of glee in his voice, to be frank, baffled me. Which I told him right away. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t understand a thing!” the ogre waved it off carelessly. A dreamy smile stuck fast to his ugly tusked face. “We’d do well to capture a beast such as her! All our problems would be solved in an instant!” 
 
      
 
    My friends and I stared uncomprehendingly at the ogre. Seeing our faces, Gino and Midori smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Any beast from this little book,” Gino said, pointing at the bestiary in Midori’s hands. “Will fetch a handsome bounty from the organizers of the games.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you being serious right now?” I asked uncomprehendingly. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely,” the old man nodded. “The more dangerous and frightening the monster, the more spectacular the battle. And that means it’s worth more. Tusk is right. If we can trap this northern snake, we could straighten out our financial situation. Now this is a totally different level! Not just some half-dead orcs...” 
 
      
 
    “They keep staring at us like we’re psychos,” Tusk chuckled and gave a happy wink. 
 
      
 
    “I understand perfectly well what you might be thinking,” Gino turned to me with a calm voice. “But let me assure you, it’s all just because you don’t know the finer points of our profession. But we’ll get to that later. For now, while we have time to prepare, we have a rather delicate question that needs answering.” 
 
      
 
    “And what might that be?” 
 
      
 
    The old man squinted and bared his teeth happily. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like to help us hunt a Dartan whipsnake?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    WHEN THE LANISTA first made his offer, I refused vociferously and without a second thought. And at that I gave quite the verbose and angry speech about the lunacy of the lanista himself and his familiars as well. The old man however calmly waited for me to blow off my steam, then started laying out his plan. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll lure the beast into a trap!” he said excitedly. “We’ll wait for it on that slope there, a bit away from the water.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced gloomily where he pointed. Agreed. A good place for an ambush. A steep slope with dense tree cover. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll put the egg in a place that’s hard to get,” the old man continued. “An aquatic beast crawling up a mountain among trees will make a great target!” 
 
      
 
    “What next?” 
 
      
 
    “While the happy momma is busy with her egg, you immobilize it with your spell,” Gino said eagerly. And, winking, he added: “I saw the way you made the Hornet’s cutthroats freeze like stone statues. If it’s not a secret, how long can you keep a victim under control?” 
 
      
 
    Hm... Looks like the old man got the idea I have control magic. 
 
      
 
    “Forty-five seconds,” I decided to tell the truth. “But there’s one problem.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m listening closely.” 
 
      
 
    “The spell might not work.” 
 
      
 
    Gino waved it off. 
 
      
 
    “Based on the description in my bestiary, the Dartan whipsnake is a normal beast without any magical or special abilities.” 
 
      
 
    “That means whoever wrote the book was working on incomplete data,” I objected. 
 
      
 
    “This book is a highly valuable artifact!” the old man stated with offense in his voice and immediately corrected himself: “In fact, this is a copy of the Complete Bestiary, composed by the greatest minds of the royal academy of sciences!” 
 
      
 
    “But there isn’t a single word about the magical link between mother and egg.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s probably an exception,” the old man relented. 
 
      
 
    “Where there is one exception, there could be more!” I parried. 
 
      
 
    Gino rubbed his brow and, once calm, exhaled a few times. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” he said in a calmer tone. “I must agree with your conclusions. Beyond all doubts I am proposing a risky venture. But there is one ‘but!’ If we succeed, the reward will be worth the risk!” 
 
      
 
    “Are you talking about money?” 
 
      
 
    Seeing that his words had me intrigued, Gino chuckled conspiratorially. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he shook his head. “Not money. I’m talking about big money! As I already said, the organizers of the games will pay handsomely for any creature from the bestiary. According to my estimations, we can easily count on two thousand gold coins at the very least! Maybe more! And don’t forget the egg! It’ll fetch a pretty penny as well!” 
 
      
 
    I felt an unwitting chill run down my spine. Unable to hold back, I whistled loudly and scratched the back of my head, perplexed. 
 
      
 
    “I can see my words have made an impression on you,” the old lanista chuckled in self-satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    “But why so much?” I asked, baffled. “Is it because the creature is Dark?” 
 
      
 
    Now came my turn to watch the old man’s countenance stretch out. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure of that?” he sputtered, stunned. 
 
      
 
    “As for the momma – not completely,” I answered. “But when it comes to the egg – I couldn’t possibly be mistaken. What’s the matter with you? Not feeling well?” 
 
      
 
    The old man shuddered and reeled. His face went pale. 
 
      
 
    “No, no,” he quickly said. “I’m doing just fine... It’s just news to me, you know... If the female does turn out to be Dark, her value will go up many times! I simply couldn’t imagine we’d gotten so lucky! Do you have any idea what kind of money that would be?! And after all, you do understand you simply cannot refuse now, right?!” 
 
      
 
    To be frank, his insistence was discouraging me. On the one hand, I was cursing my loose lips, but on the other – the prospect of a fantastic payout was alluring and tempting. On a certain level, I’d already nearly agreed. Because I had more tricks up my sleeve than just Ram and Lightning. Blots and Ticks for example. In other words, I’d be able to immobilize the creature. But there was one important detail. Sure I could immobilize it, but what next? We’d have to make the long trek to the capital. How was Gino planning to keep the beast subdued all that time? 
 
      
 
    I asked him that right away. 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” the old man threw up his arms, his face stretched out into a satisfied smile. I can see he’s realized I’ve nearly agreed to it. “On top of restorative medicine, Midori knows how to brew a sleeping potion. It’s highly powerful. It’s been tested on monsters many times. We can feed the captured creature this potion for the duration of our journey. Well, what do you say?” 
 
      
 
    I looked grimly at the lanista, his hand outstretched. I turned toward my friends in the distance and started to think. If this man is telling the truth and – based on his excited state – that is most likely the case, then we stand to make a lot of money. To be honest, we’d be fine for money as it was just from selling all our loot but, as Crum would have said in this situation, “there’s no such thing as too much money.” But the risks... 
 
      
 
    “Agree, Master Eric!” Gino encouraged me. “I have a good feeling that this is gonna work! Just think! A huge amount of money is gonna ‘swim’ right into our hands! Hehe... Believe you me, opportunities like this only come around once in a lifetime!” 
 
      
 
    If only you knew how many monsters I’d seen – you wouldn’t be talking like that. 
 
      
 
    “Ugh!” I turned my head and, extending a hand for a handshake, said: “I hope I won’t regret signing onto this!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Night came clear and moonlit. No breeze, no snowfall. The heavens, as if aware of our doubtlessly stupid plan, had hidden in anticipation of the blood-soaked extravaganza. 
 
      
 
    I was crouching among the trees that blanketed the rolling slope of the right bank waiting for our “victim” to arrive. Fifteen steps away from my ambush spot, the Dartan whipsnake egg was perched on an old stump. 
 
      
 
    Not the least bit sleepy, I’m activating Sixth Sense every hour. Mee is hiding twenty steps behind me. His supply is pulsating at a fervent pace. The gremlin is worked up. But it isn’t fear. It’s more like the thrill of the hunt. When I told my friends about the lanista’s offer and the potential reward, to my surprise, they both took the news with enthusiasm. Mee was especially surprised, almost word for word repeating what Gino said about having a good feeling. Hm... Not too long ago the little gremlin was afraid of his own shadow. 
 
      
 
    When Maya heard about the money, she frankly lost the gift of speech. Then, honestly, she told us her fears about our allies. Like what if they pull a fast one on us when we get to the city at the last moment. 
 
      
 
    There’s no reason to even mention the harn. Gorgie was always in favor of a good hunt. Able to sense my mood for the last few hours, he shared a generous helping of his confidence with me. And that, without a doubt, helped. 
 
      
 
    The cat wasn’t sitting still. His brightly pulsating supply was shifting from side to side. 
 
      
 
    Every time I activated Sixth Sense, I checked to make sure the Blots I’d scattered around the egg were still working. For the record, I now understood why the energy traps were called that. 
 
      
 
    I tried to activate them without Gino noticing, but it was like he had eyes in the back of his head. A very observant old geezer. I think he managed to read the name of one of the spheres regardless. Then I caught him shooting me thoughtful looks for a while after. 
 
      
 
    Tusk drove the wagon a bit further down the river and left Hedgehog with the horses. We didn’t clue our captive into our plans. He would be no ally to us in the upcoming scuffle – better leave him to watch our transport. It’s unlikely he’ll be able to flee. He doesn’t know how to drive our wagon. And he wouldn’t dare ride off on one of the horses. Gorgie gave him a clear demonstration that there was no hiding from him. Beyond that, Tusk threatened that, if Hedgehog did try to run, the mage’s beast would simply be ordered to slay him. That seemed to reach the Hornet’s former underling. Every time the harn appeared, he looked noticeably shaken. 
 
      
 
    Gino was sitting next to Mee, Maya and Tusk with his crossbow loaded, while Midori, armed with a bow, repeated her trick from before and dissolved among the trees. Honestly, this time, thanks to Gorgie’s keen senses, I knew for certain where the dryad was hiding. She’d taken a shine to an observation point in a tree ten paces to my left. Perhaps it was just my paranoia, but I felt her attentive gaze on me a few times. And that had me considerably nerve-wracked. 
 
      
 
    At first, I had serious doubts the beast would show up that night. But then I activated Sixth Sense yet again and noticed that the magic thread connecting the egg to its mother was gradually growing thicker. I realized the female whipsnake must have already been nearby. And based on the way the thread was changing, she was keeping up a decent pace. By the looks of things, she had reached the water. 
 
      
 
    I gave the others yet another warning and checked to make sure all my spells were ready for the umpteenth time. My mana supply is filled to the brim. Almost five thousand seven hundred points. It would have been more than six thousand, but I’d given the mana crystal I found in the orc camp to Mee. We couldn’t afford to have our healer running out of mana. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Strange as it may sound, the Dartan whipsnake’s egg is what told me she’d arrived. The dark spot inside the pearly oval, clearly having sensed its mother, started to pulsate. The magical thread had changed a good deal over the night and now looked more like a thick coal-black rope. 
 
      
 
    A loud crack came from the direction of the river followed by a powerful splash that forced me to shiver. A troop of frantic ants marched down my spine and the taste of bitter rot appeared in my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “I see her!” the dryad called out from above. “Level twenty-nine! Size of a bull! Fleet-footed!” 
 
      
 
    For the time being, everything was going to plan. 
 
      
 
    Another loud crack and swaying of trees in the distance served as a signal. My body was enshrouded in the green haze of a Muckwalker’s Defensive Aura. 
 
      
 
    When another tree started to rock, I finally caught a glimpse of the beast racing my way. 
 
      
 
    The picture from the bestiary was not the least bit misleading. The anonymous artist had put the northern monster to paper with impeccable skill. They must have seen one in real life. 
 
      
 
    A flat fishlike head. A wide set of jaws with three rows of sharp hook-like teeth. A limber snakelike body with a thick coating of slime. Just like in the picture. 
 
      
 
    When the beast finally saw me, she quickened her pace noticeably. She had a crest of spikes running down her back. Her toothy jaws cracked open and a disgusting hissing sound smacked me in the ears. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, the monster came into range of my Sixth Sense and I stopped, dumbfounded. I felt every hair on my head stand on end. Gino’s bestiary lied! This beast is magical! Its coal-black supply had almost two thousand mana points in it! Bug take that old man and his reassurances, too! 
 
      
 
    “Mee!” I shouted loudly. “Hit her with the Ticks!” 
 
      
 
    Not turning, my Sixth Sense let me see Gorgie and Mee’s supplies come together and race my way. A muted clap from the gremlin’s sling behind me let me know the first Tick had been loosed. The thirty percent mana sapping sphere stuck to the beast’s slimy side and... Nothing happened! 
 
      
 
    Actually no. I did notice something in the end. A small flicker of energy. 
 
      
 
    “Save your spheres!” I brayed at the gremlin. “She’s got a magic shield!” 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile the enraged female had another surprise in store for us. When she got up to the nearest Blot, she just went right over it like it was nothing. Her shield absorbed the energy trap without particular issue. 
 
      
 
    While the beast dashed headlong, easily overcoming every last Blot, I was feverishly thinking through my options. I no longer had much faith we’d be able to capture her. Even if I could immobilize her, where’s the guarantee Midori’s potions could hold a beast with a magic shield? 
 
      
 
    Reward be damned! Surviving is all that matters now! 
 
      
 
    Finally, the enraged female reached the fifty-foot mark and I activated Lightning. It took me a few seconds to realize the spell had not worked. Abyss! In addition to a magical shield, this beast has protection against paralyzing magic! 
 
      
 
    Not wasting mana on a now useless Ram, first I summoned the Longtailed Ysh spirit. The semitransparent giant snake instantly coiled around my body, giving me a sense of protection and composure. 
 
      
 
    A second later, the dark shadow of a Black Armorbug Spirit shot off toward the quickly approaching monster. 
 
      
 
    My Sixth Sense still in effect, I saw the female whipsnake’s whole body jerk and, with a flash, her whole magic shield disappeared. But that brief delay didn’t stop her from running my way with renewed force. Fortunately, there was one last Blot in her gigantic carcass’s path and, unhindered, it sapped thirty-five percent of her energy, which bought me another few seconds. 
 
      
 
    I summoned the spirits of the Crusher and Snow Ghoul almost simultaneously. The first wrapped me in an impenetrable black fog, and the second slammed full force into the disoriented beast’s body. A loud hiss trumpeted out like a heavy sigh. The monster’s life supply immediately fell by thirty-five percent. 
 
      
 
    The fog the Crusher spirit created around me didn’t prevent me from watching the significantly smaller coal-black spot flinging itself from side to side. The wounded female couldn’t see me though. 
 
      
 
    “Mee!” I shouted. “Now!” 
 
      
 
    A few quick claps and the Ticks stuck into the beast’s side, draining its mana supply in a matter of seconds. 
 
      
 
    And then came the time for a second Lightning. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You have activated Glitterspark Eel’s Chain Lightning! 
 
      
 
    ― Your opponent, Female Dartan Whipsnake (29), will be immobilized for 45 seconds! 
 
      
 
    To the left, I heard some rustling. That’s Midori racing toward the frozen beast, not wasting time. I considered it for an instant and followed after her. As I watched the dryad uncork an elongated phial and start to pour its contents down the monster’s throat, I wanted to shout that we’d better kill this thing while we had the chance, but I stopped dead in my tracks. 
 
      
 
    A novel message had suddenly appeared before me. 
 
      
 
    - Attention, Hunter! For valor displayed in capturing a dark beast, your reputation with the Order of Monster Hunters will be increased by 1000 points! 
 
      
 
    - Current reputation: 10930. 
 
      
 
    - Attention! Your reputation with the order is high enough for your first promotion! 
 
      
 
    - Congratulations! From now on, your title will be – Senior Hunter! 
 
      
 
    - From now on, you will receive an 80% discount on all items available in any of the order’s arsenals! 
 
      
 
    - From now on, all lower-rank monster hunters are required to obey you! 
 
      
 
    - Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    - Monster Hunter Token (5000). 
 
      
 
    - Attention, Senior Hunter! The Higher Powers smile upon you! You have replicated the first achievement of the Founder of the Order of Monster Hunters, Gunnar the Destroyer! You are the first member of the order to reach the rank of Senior Hunter in 500 years! 
 
      
 
    - Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    - Monster Hunter Token (30000). 
 
      
 
    - Amulet of Gunnar the Destroyer (1). 
 
      
 
    - Attention, Senior Hunter! Your reputation with the order is high enough to choose a Path! 
 
      
 
    - Would you like to choose a Path? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE BAFFLEMENT I FELT seeing the strange messages didn’t last long. Grudgingly swiping them into my archives, I ran over to the unmoving beast. Just then, Midori was pouring another dose of potion into its vast maw. Despite the disgusting smell coming off the female whipsnake’s slime, my nose picked up a sharp herbal aroma. 
 
      
 
    “We should finish her off while we have the chance!” I said, breathing heavily. “We only have a few seconds!” 
 
      
 
    I got ready to blast the monster with Lightning just in case. 
 
      
 
    The Dryad placed a reassuring hand on my wrist. 
 
      
 
    “There won’t be any need for that,” she smiled and, nodding at the snakelike carcass, made a suggestion: “Look closer. I know you’ll be able to see it.” 
 
      
 
    At first, I didn’t understand what she was driving at but then I figured it out. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You have activated Red Scolopendra’s Sixth Sense! 
 
      
 
    So Midori was right after all! The beast’s mana supply had disappeared! 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the dryad uncomprehendingly. For the record, I still couldn’t see anything magical in her. 
 
      
 
    Clearly having guessed what I was thinking, Midori said sadly: 
 
      
 
    “I was able to see once, and I know perfectly well how my potions work.” 
 
      
 
    “Were you somehow able to block the mana from refilling her supply?!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the dryad nodded. “And the second potion put her to sleep. The first one will last three hours, and the second – four.” 
 
      
 
    “Woah!” I sincerely admired. 
 
      
 
    Midori smiled in satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    “My Potion Making overtook my level long ago.” 
 
      
 
    By the way, the number hovering above the dryad’s head was twelve. Curious, so what if...? As if having read my thoughts, Midori shook her head and said: 
 
      
 
    “Alas, I cannot share the recipes of dryad-kind with you. I already told Master Mee the same.” 
 
      
 
    What a little sneak. So, I didn’t merit a head’s up? I turned and frowned. Gorgie was standing a few steps away with Mee on his back. By the gremlin’s lowered ears, I could tell he was listening to our conversation. 
 
      
 
    When she noticed my state, Midori took it the wrong way and hurried to explain: 
 
      
 
    “It’s not that I don’t want to share my knowledge with you! After what you just did – it would be the least I could do.” 
 
      
 
    Her hand touched my wrist again, which made my throat run dry immediately. I could read unfeigned admiration in her emerald green eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You took down an enraged level twenty-nine monster practically all by yourself!” 
 
      
 
    My cheeks and ears felt like they were on fire. Thanks to the low light, my embarrassment went unnoticed. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile Midori took a heavy sigh and picked back up: 
 
      
 
    “Alas, dryad knowledge is for dryads only. Such is the law of the Great System. Here, look.” 
 
      
 
    She extended me one of her phials. I quickly read the description and realized she wasn’t lying. There was a line in the level twenty-two sleeping potion’s description saying it’s use was restricted to dryads only. 
 
      
 
    “The recipes are the same way,” she added. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the explanation,” I nodded. “Would you allow me one more question?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “How are you able to brew magical potions without a mana supply?” 
 
      
 
    “Who said these potions are magical?” Midori smiled mischievously. 
 
      
 
    Seeing my stretched-out face, she chuckled: 
 
      
 
    “Nothing but the proper combination of botanicals – plain and simple!” 
 
      
 
    Our short conversation, lasting no more than two minutes, was interrupted by the coming of the remaining “participants” in the hunt. 
 
      
 
    For the next hour we were busy loading the big huge carcass onto the largest sleigh from the Hornet’s “caravan.” Or rather, Tusk, Hedgehog and Gorgie were. And Gino was running all around them like a mother hen clucking advice or shouting at his familiar and our prisoner. For totally obvious reasons, the old man treated Gorgie with caution and respect. 
 
      
 
    Midori, Maya, Mee and I weren’t wasting time though. We walked through the raider encampment and gathered up everything we could use or sell. In the end, when we were done loading the female whipsnake and gathering the trophies, our small caravan consisted of a wagon, two large sleighs and a dozen horses loaded down with all manner of bags and boxes. Other than harnesses and feed for the horses, we discovered a respectable amount of simple silver and gold jewelry in the tents as well as coins of various denomination to the tune of almost five hundred gold. Add the weapons and coin purses from the dead raiders to that and we had quite the tidy sum. Tusk found a few barrels of ale and was delighted like a little kid, constantly repeating that journeying with a mage always leads to profit. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When it was nearing midday, we decided to take a break until the next morning further down the river. As a matter of fact, other than Mee and myself, everyone in our troop had the Driver skill. Even Maya. Due to my level, I couldn’t use the doubtless important and useful tablets. But the gremlin decided to fill the gap in his abilities. Maya and he were taking turns at the reins of the wagon at the back of our sleigh train. 
 
      
 
    Midori and Hedgehog were sitting in that sleigh with the immobilized female whipsnake. Gino and I meanwhile were lying in back of the big covered wagon, which was driven by Tusk. 
 
      
 
    While the old man snoozed I, wrapped tight in an old sheepskin coat, decided to furtively study the amulet I got in the drop. Cautiously, my hands shivering, I removed the artifact from my knapsack and started looking it over with my heart aflutter. 
 
      
 
    Heh... I recognize this shape... The double fishhooks. And at that, unlike Ava’s sophisticated bracelet, the amulet of the great Gunnar the Destroyer, legendary founder of the order of monster hunters was made of simple iron and looked fairly low quality. I even saw a few rust spots on it. Based on the commonplace leather cord threaded through its bent eyelet, this amulet was meant to be worn around the neck. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. This was so like the real Gunnar, a common fisherman who’d lost his family and taken up arms to defend his city from otherworldly beasts. Okay then. Nothing much to look at, to put it lightly. Let’s see what’s under the hood. 
 
      
 
    Amulet of Gunnar the Destroyer. 
 
      
 
    ― Type: One of the seven Great personal artifacts from the True Armor of the Founder collection. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Will +50. 
 
      
 
    ― Wisdom +40. 
 
      
 
    ― Special effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Searches for Places of Power (not active). 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Rank: Senior hunter and above. 
 
      
 
    ― Mind: 15. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Collect all items from the True Armor of the Founder collection to receive an additional reward! 
 
      
 
    I reread the artifact’s description closely a few times and cautiously put it around my neck. The first lines made it clear that the item I’d just gotten my hands on was unthinkably rare. Honestly, by the middle of the description I was totally lost. Although I understood the Wisdom part just fine, I was not quite sure about the Will characteristic. That would require a consultation. And seemingly I knew just who to ask. I’m sure that, if I question Midori delicately, she’ll explain everything. At the very least I was hoping the dryad would know a bit more than me even though she’d lost her magic supply. 
 
      
 
    When I reached the “Special effect” line, I turned catatonic. What exactly does it mean by Places of Power?! I’d never heard of anything even remotely like that. And why won’t the effect activate?! At first, I thought it was because the amulet was in my hands but no – when I put it around my neck, nothing changed. 
 
      
 
    Maybe it’s all to do with the requirements? 
 
      
 
    Hm... Nope... I meet all those. I wracked my brains a little while longer and came to the conclusion that the forty points of Wisdom were enough to justify the amulet on its own. Although, hand to my heart, the words “great personal artifact” didn’t impress me. Maybe the other items in the collection would be more useful. I gave a crooked smile. The hard part is over, now I just have the small problem of collecting six more of these items. 
 
      
 
    I set the amulet aside and decided to open my message archive. I read through it one more time, stopped on the last line and agreed. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention, Hunter! Choose the path you will follow: 
 
      
 
    ― Ferocious Beastslayer. 
 
      
 
    ― Eagle-eyed Tracker. 
 
      
 
    ― Skilled Tamer. 
 
      
 
    ― Lucky Tracker. 
 
      
 
    ― Vanquisher of Darkness. 
 
      
 
    Despite the icy wind whistling out of every crack, my forehead and hands started to sweat. I understood my misadventures were about to take another turn, and that this choice would define my fate. 
 
      
 
    In order to rid myself of the whole-body tremor and concentrate fully, I took a few deep breaths in and out. So then, let’s proceed... 
 
      
 
    I’ll start from the beginning. The Beastslayer. 
 
      
 
    ― Ferocious Beastslayer — this is the path of a strong hunter. With high health and endurance figures. Beastslayers have attained mastery over melee weaponry. Thanks to their ferocity, the damage of their attacks is increased many times. Beastslayers have solid defense and are practically unbeatable! 
 
      
 
    I studied the list of bonuses, active and passive abilities, and concluded this was not the path for me. Yes, it did offer excellent bonuses to strength, health and endurance. The two active abilities gave a significant boost to melee damage as well. And the constant protection against physical and mental attacks was above all praise. But alas, there wasn’t a single word about magic. 
 
      
 
    From there I familiarized myself with the tracker path. 
 
      
 
    ― Eagle-eyed Tracker — this is the path of a fleet-footed hunter. With high endurance and speed figures. An accurate shot, as well as a master of ranged weaponry. Thanks to their powers of observation, they can read tracks like an open book. 
 
      
 
    Hm... Still not it. No magic. 
 
      
 
    Next was the tamer. That one was a clearly magical path with large bonuses to wisdom and intellect. And that was fine by me, but I was bothered by the fact that this role basically had one thing at its core – taming a pet then powering it up with two active abilities and one passive one. And that would have made an attractive path for me and Gorgie if not for one “but.” It was just painfully limited. I would not like to be relegated to the role of some mere supplement to my pet. 
 
      
 
    My arsenal already contained many spells that did not depend on Gorgie. Without a doubt, if the Great System were to offer me this same choice of paths just after I domesticated the harn – I’m sure I’d have agreed without a second thought. But now it’s a totally different matter. 
 
      
 
    Approximately the same story with the trapper. Its focus was too narrow. Something like a mage that hunts monsters using standard and magical traps. An excellent addition to my arsenal of spells. I even considered it briefly. It must have been hunters on this path who made the traps around Stonetown and Fort Stout. I made a mental note: if I didn’t like the vanquisher, I’d most likely go with the trapper. At that moment, it was the most attractive to me. 
 
      
 
    That left one final path... 
 
      
 
    ― Vanquisher of Darkness — this is the path of a hunter with high wisdom and intellect figures. The vanquishers’ indomitable will allows them to repulse any mental attack. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Wisdom +20. 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect +20. 
 
      
 
    Passive abilities: 
 
      
 
    ― Shield of Will. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Provides the hunter constant defense against mental attacks. 
 
      
 
    ― Mana expenditure 1 to 1. 
 
      
 
    In comparison with the other options, this path was strangest. If you ask me, the name didn’t match the contents one bit. Other than that, it felt a bit skimpy – it only raised the value of two characteristics. Beyond that, unlike the rest, it only conferred one ability and a passive one at that. But what an ability it was! When I finally realized what the Great System had just offered me, my throat ran dry in a flash. So, if I’d had this ability when I first met Master Chi, everything could have gone differently. This passive, modestly described ability alone was enough to justify capturing the rare northern snake! 
 
      
 
    Not thinking even one more second, with a smile on my face, I made my choice in favor of the Vanquisher of Darkness. And I think I also realized what the Will characteristic governs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    AFTER CONFIRMING my choice, a whole new set of messages rained down on me. At their core, the basic idea was that the path of a vanquisher of darkness would be “challenging and perilous” and that, from that moment on, I would become the archnemesis of all “spawn of Darkness.” 
 
      
 
    A-hem... Quite a nasty prospect. Now every dark beast will prioritize killing me specifically. After I read that part, I felt a vile sinking sensation in the pit of my stomach. My heart can sense this won’t be the end of my story with the monster hunters. For the umpteenth time I wished the late clever foxman a “fond farewell.” 
 
      
 
    But there was also good news – I could now unlock a whole three active abilities! 
 
      
 
    ― Attention, Hunter! The Higher Powers smile upon you! You are the first member of the order to choose the path of a Vanquisher of Darkness in 700 years! 
 
      
 
    ― Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    ― Early activation of Darkness Absorption ability! 
 
      
 
    ― Early activation of Darkness Purging ability! 
 
      
 
    ― Early activation of Enchant ability! 
 
      
 
    Still, the Great System just had to put a fly in the ointment. Giddy at my unbelievable luck, I decided not to dillydally and immediately tried to activate the new abilities, but there was a nasty surprise waiting. When I opened the description windows for the new abilities, they were all marked by the following proscription. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! To activate this ability, you must ask a higher-ranked commander of the Order of Monster Hunters (Prior or above). 
 
      
 
    When it finally hit me what it was saying, I wanted to curse loudly with all my heart. But at the cost of an unbelievable amount of effort, I was nevertheless able to hold back. In other words, the Great System was telling me, seemingly the only member of the dead order, to go find whatever a Prior was. And most likely, there hadn’t been any of them in the world for centuries. 
 
      
 
    I was just about to swipe all the notifications into my archive and lie back to sleep when suddenly a strange new message appeared before my eyes followed by another and another... 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! System error number %?#! 
 
      
 
    ― Finding solution… 
 
      
 
    ― Finding solution… 
 
      
 
    ― Finding solution… 
 
      
 
    Despite the ghastly cold, I was overtaken by fever. To say I was frightened would be a huge understatement. Without wanting it myself, I had just caused the Great System to make an error! It wasn’t enough for me to visit tragedy on my whole family with my birth, now there was this! 
 
      
 
    I frowned, but the last short sentence was still hovering there before my eyes. I felt like I’d just been charged with a crime and any minute now the merciless judge would hand me down a death sentence. And that made me all the more surprised when I got the following notification: 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Alternative protocols engaged! Solution found! 
 
      
 
    ― Because you are the only member of the Order of Monster Hunters in this world, from this point forward, you may activate locked abilities all by yourself. 
 
      
 
    It felt like my heart didn’t beat the entire time I read the message. My throat ran dry. My arms and legs went numb. Gorgie appeared instantly, reacting to my changed state. An uneasy inquisitive growl from outside the wagon cover let me know the harn was ready to fight at a moment’s notice. I had to mentally reassure my friend running next to the covered wagon and send him back to finish his hunt. 
 
      
 
    My friend’s concern brought me back to my senses. The frozen world around me came back to life. I took a deep swallow of icy air. It burned my throat and lungs. I delved back into the messages. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Activation cost for magical ability Darkness Absorption with 60% discount: 2000 Monster Hunter tokens. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Activation cost for magical ability Darkness Purging with 60% discount: 2000 Monster Hunter tokens. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Activation cost for magical ability Enchant with 60% discount: 2000 Monster Hunter tokens. 
 
      
 
    I felt my lips stretch out into a smile. My unexpected joy was explained by the fact that the Great System was back to talking to me in a language I could understand. And that soothed me a great deal. Any other time I’m sure I’d have been outraged at the exorbitant prices but now, continuing to smile happily, I easily gave my assent to spending six thousand tokens. 
 
      
 
    The Great System immediately congratulated me on activating the new abilities and told me there were just over thirty-three thousand tokens left in my backpack. I meanwhile got to studying my new abilities. 
 
      
 
    Darkness Absorption 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Absorbs Dark energy. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― Monster Hunters that have chosen the path of the Vanquisher may absorb a portion of the energy of dark entities they kill by creating an Orb of Darkness. 
 
      
 
    I gave a slight shiver, unwittingly detecting a nonexistent taste of rot on my tongue. Next came the description of the orbs I could now make. 
 
      
 
    Orb of Darkness 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― A magic sphere confining a cluster of dark energy. 
 
      
 
    ― Orbs come in different sizes depending on the level of the dark entity slain – small, medium, large and concentrated. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Used by monster hunters in extreme circumstances to power up spells and abilities. 
 
      
 
    ― Used by Vanquishers of Darkness to create Sparks of the Otherworld. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Rank: Senior monster hunter and above. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    ― Warning! Frequent use of Orbs of Darkness to power up spells and abilities will lead to loss of reputation with the Order of Monster Hunters! 
 
      
 
    Trembling in excitement, I quickly moved on to the next ability. 
 
      
 
    Darkness Purging 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Cleanses Dark energy. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― Monster hunters that have chosen the path of a Vanquisher may create Sparks of the Otherworld by purging the dark energy confined in Orbs of Darkness. 
 
      
 
    Spark of the Otherworld 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― An exceedingly rare and exceedingly unstable magical substance extracted from an Orbs of Darkness by Vanquishers of Darkness. 
 
      
 
    ― Number of Sparks of the Otherworld obtained depends directly upon dark-energy saturation of the Orb of Darkness used. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Used by Vanquishers of Darkness to perform the ritual to activate the Enchant ability. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Rank: Senior monster hunter and above. 
 
      
 
    ― Path: Vanquisher of Darkness. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    ― Warning! Because Sparks of the Otherworld are an unstable substance, Vanquishers must be rigorous in their choice of object to be enchanted. Otherwise the consequences could be extremely unpredictable, right up to destruction of the object. 
 
      
 
    Enchant 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― Monster hunters that have chosen the path of the Vanquisher can conduct a ritual using one or more Sparks of the Otherworld to Enchant. This ability may be applied to any object. For example, clothing, jewelry or armor. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Confers a random characteristic on an object or significantly improves a pre-existing one. Confers a special magical effect under very rare circumstances. 
 
      
 
    ― Warning! Because Sparks of the Otherworld are an unstable substance, Vanquishers must be rigorous in their choice of object to be enchanted. Otherwise the consequences could be extremely unpredictable, right up to destruction of the object. 
 
      
 
    I spent a long time digesting that heavy flood of information, but the effects of the previous evening and sleepless night were starting to manifest themselves. To the measured rocking of the wagon’s smooth forward ride, I drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next two weeks flew by like one day. The farther west we made it the more refugees we saw on the river. Although we spent the first few nights on alert, the nearer we came to Borg the more we came across the local baron’s patrols. 
 
      
 
    Because of our team’s diversity and the fact we were transporting dangerous and unusual cargo, the patrols often stopped us for inspection. At times like that, I thanked the gods for sending Gino Leroy across my path. The old lanista only needed to speak with the local authorities a few minutes before we were let go every time. Generous bribes and the status of a capital-city lanista could work miracles! 
 
      
 
    For the record, we surrendered Hedgehog to one such patrol troop. His pleading and groaning didn’t move us to pity. The black hole in the ice and trail of blood leading to it would stick with all of us for the rest of our lives. 
 
      
 
    And we weren’t worried that the Hornet’s former scout might go running his mouth about things like the battle with the dark beast or my unusual talents. The night after the battle with the monster, while everyone else was asleep, Gorgie and I took Hedgehog deep into the forest and, while he hiccupped in fear, forced him to swear an oath of silence. 
 
      
 
    That same night something else happened. The harn told me that our night-time stroll hadn’t gone unnoticed. Midori was watching us from the darkness. Mentally reassuring my buddy, I suggested we pretend not to have noticed the dryad. Let her think she got one over on us. In fact, I could see why she was doing it. I was actually happy with her vigilance. 
 
      
 
    But bit by bit, with every passing day, my opinion was shifting. The whole issue was that Gorgie would periodically tell me that Midori had still not stopped following me. And that was starting to put me on guard. Tracking at night, open and kindhearted treatment during the day. I had only one explanation for that behavior – an order from Gino. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Do we really have to go to Borg?” I asked with doubt in my voice. 
 
      
 
    We’d made camp for the night not far from a small fishing village and were now sitting at a fire and discussing what we would do next. When the villagers found out about our cargo, they sent an elder who categorically forbid us from passing through their settlement. 
 
      
 
    Gino objected for show but relented in the end. 
 
      
 
    By the way, I had repeatedly witnessed a strange scene over the last three days – many people from the villages and hamlets we passed by were reluctant to leave their homes. Only a few, clearly the most intelligent, were taking their families and belongings as far from the oncoming horror as possible. The others simply did not believe the orcs could make it this far into the barony. 
 
      
 
    At first, I was stunned by the nonchalance of the local population but, when we came nearer the barony’s capital, I stopped paying the fools any mind. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Gino answered loudly. “We have lots to do there.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m running out of herbs,” Midori laid out an argument. “And I know of a shop in Borg owned by a dryad. I’m sure she’ll have everything I need.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to sell our extra horses,” came another voice, Tusk’s. “And buy some straw and feed.” 
 
      
 
    “And what about food?” Gino turned to Maya. It was her job to keep track of provisions. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got another week’s worth,” she answered confidently. 
 
      
 
    “There we go!” Gino raised a pointer finger in the air instructively. “We won’t have enough food for everyone to make it to Ironville. We’ll spend another three or four weeks doddering along at least.” 
 
      
 
    Hm... Looks like the time has come to tell our traveling companions an important piece of news. 
 
      
 
    “You see, honorable Mister Gino,” I started, slowly choosing the mildest possible phrasing. “There is one good reason why we won’t be going to Ironville. We’ll have to part ways somewhere around Eastwick. And because of that, I ask you to set aside our share of the proceeds from the sale of the female whipsnake and her egg.” 
 
      
 
    “But why?!” the old man asked in surprise. A mood shared equally by his familiars. “After all, you said you need to visit the Yellow Crab tavern?! And if memory serves, Tusk knows just where to find it! He could take you there.” 
 
      
 
    The ogre nodded knowingly. 
 
      
 
    A few days ago, specifically the day after our battle with the female Dartan whipsnake, I told them about Randy and Bruni. It was a condensed recounting of our shared travels, the battle with the shaman and their death. I also had to show them the messenger amulet while telling a white lie about my supposedly important mission. Further, I mentioned the Yellow Crab tavern, which I wanted to go visit. Honestly, I chose not to let them know the real reason for that. 
 
      
 
    And I must note that it went off without a hitch. To be honest, based on Gino’s facial expression, he didn’t take everything in my story for the genuine article. 
 
      
 
    “And where are you heading, if it’s no secret?” he asked. I heard familiar happy notes in his voice. 
 
      
 
    Frankly, I’d gotten to know the old lanista fairly well. If he was speaking in that tone, it meant he had some well-reasoned counterargument locked and loaded. 
 
      
 
    I started cautiously. 
 
      
 
    “As you rightly noted all the way back on our first meeting, I am a Tarian. My home is in Orchus. And that is precisely where I’m headed.” 
 
      
 
    And to make my argument more convincing, I added: 
 
      
 
    “Debtor’s oath.” 
 
      
 
    I thought that would add clarity and convince the old man not to keep insisting, but I was wrong. 
 
      
 
    “So that’s all it is?” Gino continued in the same vein. 
 
      
 
    “Is that not enough?” I answered with a question of my own. 
 
      
 
    “Come now, Master Eric,” the old man hurried to reassure me. “A debtor’s oath is serious business but how are you planning to get over the southern border? War has been declared, so it’s under lock and key at the moment. In other words, while the orcs still plague Fradian lands, you aren’t going anywhere. If you were thinking of sneaking through the forest of Telon, which you were studying so closely on my map as of late, you might as well forget about that suicidal act.” 
 
      
 
    “But why?” I asked, sensing my cheeks turn burning red. 
 
      
 
    “Because your King’s rangers will be patrolling the area. And with all due respect to your abilities, if you were to try and power your way through, you would never be able to cope with the rangers. Merely attempting would be true madness. Why commit such a folly and land yourself on a list of enemies of the crown?” 
 
      
 
    I feel the burning move from my cheeks to my ears. I agree – it’s a fool’s errand. 
 
      
 
    Seeing my state, Gino hurried to reassure me. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to forgive an old man for being so direct, but you have to agree that I’m right. Think for yourself. Instead of calmly making our way to Ironville with me as cover and there hiring a fiduciary to settle your debtor’s oath like a civilized person, you’d rather fight your way through the royal rangers to reach your home in Orchus. Where’s the logic?” 
 
      
 
    “Fiduciary?” I asked, dumbfounded. 
 
      
 
    “Well sure,” the old man nodded calmly. “There are a huge number of scriveners in the capital that could solve your problem for a percentage of the total debt. I thought you knew?” 
 
      
 
    “I admit, I’ve never had any dealings with fiduciaries.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s quite a common practice,” Gino waved it off. “As a rule, these kinds of questions are resolved by scriveners without the concerned parties present. That is of course, as long as it isn’t some deal of the century.” 
 
      
 
    “A bit over a hundred gold,” I decided to admit. 
 
      
 
    Gino laughed loudly. 
 
      
 
    “And you wanted to declare war on your own King’s border guard over such a pittance?!” 
 
      
 
    A hundred gold... For some reason I was reminded of the day when old man Burdoc took me from my family home. A hundred gold! I thought I’d be a peon for life and that it would take me a hundred years at least to pay Bardan off, freakish and ill-formed as I was. Now it feels like all that happened to a different person... 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, in a confident tone, Gino was saying something else about the advancement of Ironville and all the comforts capital-city life could offer. But I wasn’t listening. I understood perfectly why he was trying so passionately to dissuade me. He needs me, or rather – my magic. In order to deliver the dark beast to the capital without incident. And most importantly – he doesn’t want to lose the healer he’s grown so accustomed to over the last few weeks. He has actually already tried to hire Mee away in secret, promising mountains of gold and patronage. 
 
      
 
    Hm... The prospect of avoiding an encounter with Bardan and his people was attractive enough as it was. Mee and I exchanged glances. We’d been discussing just this very recently. Based on his eloquent gaze and barely perceptible nod, my friend remembers everything perfectly. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that, we would have better chances of selling all our loot and buying up all manner of useful things in the capital of Fradia. I’m sure the old sly fox Gino has the right acquaintances to make that happen. And lastly, I really do need to get to the tavern where Randy told me he saw my brother sixteen years ago. Before he disappeared without a trace. 
 
      
 
    “Well, Master Eric, what do you say?” Gino asked, squinting happily. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the gremlin again, then at Maya. Both of their eyes had the same message scrawled on them: “say yes.” In response I just nodded shortly and turned to Gino: 
 
      
 
    “If everything is exactly as you say – we’re in.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    DESPITE GINO’S ESTIMATE that it would take us around four more weeks to reach the capital of Fradia, we made it in three. There were many contributing factors: the well trammeled road, the snow being dry due to the hard freeze, frequent horse changes and short nightly breaks. In the end, it took us just over a month to get from Tradepost to Ironville. 
 
      
 
    We crossed two baronies and just touched the border of one county. In all that time we saw many soldiers, war machines, riders – the Steel King had not left his eastern borders undefended. 
 
      
 
    The barons’ militias, composed of peasants, hunters and various rabble made, frankly, a dismal impression. But the Steel Legions, the royal regulars, were composed of warriors at level twenty at least and they made a lasting impression on both Mee and myself. 
 
      
 
    As I looked at the even rows of armor-bound infantry and riders, I was no longer totally confident the orcs would win. Honestly, one thing was still bothering me though. I hadn’t seen a single mage. I assume they’ll reach the border some other way. Otherwise, without magical support, all these valiant warriors were in for a true boondoggle. There won’t be so much as a moist spot left when the orcish shamans are done with them. 
 
      
 
    We reached Ironville nearer midday. In passing, I mentioned hotel prices, but Gino put on an offended air and gave me an ultimatum, further saying that he would never allow his brothers in arms to stay in some flea-ridden guesthouse. 
 
      
 
    And that was how we got invited to stay in the home of a lanista on the terms of: “stay as long as you like – there’s plenty of room for everyone!” 
 
      
 
    For the record, the closer we came to the capital, the tighter Midori’s surveillance became. To be frank, I didn’t fully understand the reason for it, but I wasn’t complaining either – let her think I hadn’t noticed. 
 
      
 
    To say the capital of Fradia made an impression on me would be an understatement! The city, sprawled out on a giant hill and lapped by the White Sea to the west was reminiscent of a colossal round pyramid from afar. It truly impressed me with its spectacular grandeur. 
 
      
 
    Every ring of the “pyramid” had clearly defined borders in the form of high walls. Gino eagerly explained to me that Ironville was in fact divided into circular boroughs with the lowest and largest inhabited by the poor, the middle slightly less so – craftsmen and traders, while the highest ring consequently was reserved for the upper crust. The royal palace then was at the very peak of the “pyramid.” 
 
      
 
    Gino’s house meanwhile, just the same as his gladiator school, was in the middle circle. At the very edge of it, almost abutting the borough wall. 
 
      
 
    Based on the huge number of hovels, little houses and huts erected around the city, there must not have been enough space in Ironville for everyone who wanted to live there. The old man, cringing squeamishly, called the gigantic suburban borough the unwashed circle. And the people who lived there, consequently, were called the unwashed masses. 
 
      
 
    The wide road pierced through the unwashed circle and led us to the huge eastern gates. The lanista told me there were several such gates. The sea gates leading to port, the northern gates and the golden gates. The latter set were on the southern side of the fortress wall and only nobility was allowed to pass through them. 
 
      
 
    In order to enter the city, we had to wait in a long queue of various kinds of carts, sleighs and covered wagons. I was honestly thankful the guards were all corrupt. That brought down the wait time a good deal. Other than that, Gino Leroy was quite a popular figure with the guards. As was Tusk. The ogre and lanista exchanged dirty jokes with law enforcement in a totally friendly manner, promising they’d lose all their money gambling on his newest acquisition. 
 
      
 
    The female whipsnake, lying motionless in the sleigh driven by Mee didn’t make much of an impression on the guards. Evidence of their sophistication. This is, after all, the capital. You can see all kinds of stuff here! The gremlin himself, counter to my fears, didn’t generate any interest either. 
 
      
 
    As a matter of fact, there was such a wide variety of nonhumans in line and, by the looks of things, in the capital as well that my familiar didn’t stand out one bit, much to my relief. Over the last hour, I had seen blue-skinned ogres, massive trolls, green and white orcs, gray-skinned goblins, short gnomes and dwarves. I saw light-haired elves for the first time, as well as green-haired dryads and diminutive nymphs. My eyes were just spinning. Based on how calmly the people and nonhumans were treating one another, the Steel King had created a conducive environment for them to live side-by-side in peace. 
 
      
 
    I liked Gino’s house. Two stories. With wide windows and red roof tiles as well as a small garden. And his gladiator school was right next door. Due to the lack of pupils, it was closed for the time being. For the record, the sleeping female Dartan whipsnake was placed in one of the bullpens inside the school. We weren’t allowed to enter the building because they said only the lanista and his overseers or gladiators were allowed inside. 
 
      
 
    Gino’s house greeted us with warmth and mouth-watering aromas of baked goods, which slightly threw me off. To be frank, I was expecting to see an empty home, cold and abandoned for months. But a few minutes later, I realized what was going on – Tusk and Midori weren’t Gino’s only familiars. 
 
      
 
    The master of the house was greeted by a grumpy old level-fourteen goblin. His wrinkled face reminded me of a prune. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve finally deigned to show your faces!” he rasped out instead of a greeting. “This bunch took off, so we had no choice but to fend for ourselves as best we knew how!” 
 
      
 
    To my surprise, Gino wasn’t mad. Quite the opposite in fact. He happily exclaimed: 
 
      
 
    “If only you knew how much I missed all this, you old grump!” 
 
      
 
    “Look who’s talking!” Tusk played up to the old goblin, giving him a light pat on his dry shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Juvess!” Midori exclaimed happily and embraced the old crab tenderly. 
 
      
 
    Despite his unwelcoming manner, he was also glad to see everyone. Then the gaze of his little gray eyes stopped on us. 
 
      
 
    “And just who might these ragamuffins be?!” 
 
      
 
    Gino turned to me and gave a happy wink. 
 
      
 
    “Master Eric! Master Mee! Maya! Welcome! Hehe... Don’t pay this old grump any mind. Make yourselves at home!” 
 
      
 
    “Just don’t forget you’re guests in this home!” the goblin called back. 
 
      
 
    He wanted to say something else, but we heard rushed footsteps behind a massive set of doors leading deeper into the house. Then the doors flew open and a short plump woman of fifty years appeared in the doorway. Big kind eyes. Pink puffy cheeks. A broad smile. This woman was the complete opposite of the goblin grump. 
 
      
 
    “Thank the gods you’re alive!” she exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “Leonia!” Midori exclaimed joyfully and hung off the woman’s neck. In response, she squeezed the diminutive dryad resolutely and gave her a couple smooches on the forehead and cheeks. 
 
      
 
    Along with Leonia, the breathtaking aroma of baked goods flew into the wide entryway. 
 
      
 
    After all the acquaintances, mutual greetings and exclamations of joy, which so brought the house to life, we were shown to our rooms. Maya was placed in the women’s section of the house, while Mee and I were given a large room for two. 
 
      
 
    After that came a tasty lunch to mark the occasion, which flowed smoothly straight into dinner. All that time Gino, Tusk and Midori eloquently recounted their misadventures to the domestics, including our timely and basically life-saving meeting, the battle with the raiders and capturing the dark beast, then our trek to the capital. 
 
      
 
    Leonia’s eyes were open wide as she listened to the master of the house, trying not to miss a single word. Whenever our part was mentioned, she looked gratefully from me to my gremlin and back again. For the record, when he said Mee was a healing mage, even the sullen Juvess looked respectful, if only for a matter of moments. 
 
      
 
    When Gino finished, it was Leonia’s turn to talk. She told us about recent gossip and news in the capital, sometimes with acrid additions from the short-spoken Juvess. 
 
      
 
    For the record, the top news item of the day was a spat between His Majesty Egbert the Seventh, aka the Steel King, and the order of mages. 
 
      
 
    After hearing the news, everyone looked at Mee and myself. A-hem... I felt responsible for all the wrongdoings of the order of mages at that moment. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you look at them that way!” Gino came to our aid. “Master Eric and Master Mee have nothing to do with this! Are common mages really responsible for things done by the great magisters of the order?” 
 
      
 
    I was still keeping up the charade of never mentioning that we were not members of the order of mages. 
 
      
 
    “But if the mages won’t help, how will the warriors be able to handle the horde’s shamans?!” Midori exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, all’s not lost yet,” Gino started reassuring everyone. “I’m sure His Majesty will come up with something! At the end of the day, he and most of his court are also mages! Some of the most powerful on our continent!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Juvess rasped acridly. “However, neither His Majesty nor his groveling toadies are going to be rushing off to fight on the front lines.” 
 
      
 
    Gino cast a rage-filled gaze at his overly talkative familiar then turned to me: 
 
      
 
    “Pay him no mind. He’s old, his mind is a bit clouded.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I answered. “You can be direct. Everything said at this table today will be kept secret. All the more so given neither Master Mee nor myself are subjects of your King.” 
 
      
 
    “By the way, Taria isn’t coming to help either,” the old goblin muttered. 
 
      
 
    “And why might that be?” Gino asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    I also found it strange to hear, especially in light of the upcoming betrothal of our Prince Albert to the daughter of the Steel King, Princess Anna. 
 
      
 
    Although... I’m reminded of the ease with which Master Chi and his friend Ting discussed the way the order influences the rulers of the baronies. What’s to stop the great magisters of the order from doing the same to the rulers of “king” or even “emperor” level? 
 
      
 
    As absolutely expected, the goblin said what I was thinking. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone knows that Stephane the Second has long been under Magister Shitang’s cloud. Ugh, no wonder the people call the ruler of Taria ‘the Soft.’” 
 
      
 
    I seem to remember the inescapable magister being mentioned by Master Chi as well. 
 
      
 
    “But what about the Emperor?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Everyone sitting at the table other than Mee and Maya chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Seeing lack of comprehension on our faces, Gino explained: 
 
      
 
    “The Emperor only stands to gain from this situation.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand how the loss of one or even two baronies could possibly benefit the Emperor.” I said, baffled. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you see, these barons are vassals of our King,” Gino answered simply. 
 
      
 
    “But your King, in his turn, is a vassal of the Emperor,” I objected. 
 
      
 
    “And also a pretender to the Emperor’s crown,” the goblin injected. “Through his grandfather’s line, Imperial blood flows in his veins.” 
 
      
 
    “But what of the Emperor’s children, his heirs?” I asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    Gino waved it off and said: 
 
      
 
    “In comparison with the Steel King, they’re weaklings.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone nodded in unison. I could see the pride they took in their ruler. 
 
      
 
    “And the news of the engagement as well...” came Midori. “An alliance with Taria would strengthen his Majesty’s positions.” 
 
      
 
    “I suspect that is precisely what has the mages so sore,” Gino said thoughtfully. “They say the Grand Magister wanted his youngest son for Princess Anna’s groom.” 
 
      
 
    “As if his being a minor noble wasn’t enough, he’s trying to palm off a son that isn’t even his heir!” Leonia said indignantly. “That is a direct insult!” 
 
      
 
    Everyone nodded importantly. It occurred to me that this was much the same as the kind of chats that used to happen at my house. Father’s friends would come over and, incensed by ale or at times something stronger, argue about everything on earth until they were hoarse. Starting with politics and ending with coal prices during winter. 
 
      
 
    Chasing off the sad thoughts, I listened to what Gino was saying. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly right!” he said indignantly. “Our Anna comes from the most famous family on this continent! The blood of emperors and kings flows in her veins! And now this non-pedigreed little sorcerer just up and decides he is worthy of joining the family of the great Steel King!” 
 
      
 
    In a sign of solidarity everyone knocked the thick oaken tabletop with whatever they had on hand. It wouldn’t surprise me to find out that these kinds of conversations were taking place in just about every Ironville home. 
 
      
 
    “So you see!” Gino vociferated, incensed by the wine. “His Majesty will show them all yet!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah!” Tusk barked, tossing back his fifth mug of ale. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly right!” the women repeated. 
 
      
 
    Maya, as a subject of the Steel King, was taking this all quite close to heart. Just like every Fradian sitting at the table, she was emotionally shouting toasts to her King and his family and loudly stomping the heels of her boots. What am I even saying!? I was actually envious of the way all these people and nonhumans admired their ruler! Somehow, I can’t remember the King of Taria being so sincerely adored. 
 
      
 
    After dinner, just before sleep, Gino came up to me. 
 
      
 
    “Master Eric, I haven’t forgotten my promises! I’ll introduce you to my friend tomorrow. He’s an educated and skilled attorney who has a good understanding of the law. Honestly, I must warn you that he takes a twenty-five percent fee for his services.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that a lot?” 
 
      
 
    “You might say that,” Gino stroked his chin. “There are cheaper ones to be found, but I would never let you hire anyone but Belvokrut.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm, interesting name.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Gino nodded and smiled. “My friend is a gnome. Believe you me, you’ll never find a better attorney. And as for money... Hehe! And I’ll start looking for a buyer for our ‘little girl’ tomorrow!” 
 
      
 
    For the first time in several months, I fell asleep in a normal bed. I was warm and comfortable. I felt my lips stretching out into a satisfied smile. Tomorrow, if the Great System wills it, I could finally be rid of this loathsome debtor’s oath. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    “THIRTY PERCENT!” the bearded pipsqueak declared, holding his hands behind his back and rocking from his toes to his heels and back. His fire-red beard and wide freckle-strewn face made for a sharp contrast with his coal-black camisole. I could read impatience in his closely set blue eyes. I was forming the impression he wanted to get rid of me. 
 
      
 
    Early this morning, while eating breakfast, Gino handed me a small envelope with a letter for his gnome friend Madi Belvokrut, a private attorney whose offices were in the merchant’s quarter in the middle ring. 
 
      
 
    The old lanista warned me that the gnome might try and finagle himself better conditions despite the note. My mission consisted in not giving in and getting his rate down to twenty-five percent. Otherwise, I simply would not be respected. 
 
      
 
    For the record, twenty-five percent was a massive amount already. I realized that as soon as I got to the merchants’ quarter, which consisted of just one long street. It stretched along practically the entire middle circle of Ironville. 
 
      
 
    Gods! It would be easier to say what couldn’t be found there! I saw every kind of stall, office and little shop! At first my head started spinning a bit from the abundance of colors, sounds, faces and goods! If not for the neighbor boy Leonia hired to guide me, I’m sure I’d have gotten lost. 
 
      
 
    But bit by bit I got used to the whole cacophony of colors and sounds and started thinking normally again. Having learned a hard lesson in Tradepost, I didn’t take any bags or knapsacks with me. I had all my money and things sitting in my ephemeral backpack. You might say I was travelling light. 
 
      
 
    And that was the right choice. Cyrus, as my guide was called, told me afterward that as we walked, more than a dozen local petty thieves did a bit of rifling through my empty pockets. And that was only the ones Cyrus was able to see with his fairly high Observation. I’d have to take that into account on the way back. 
 
      
 
    “Mister Belvokrut,” I started. “You don’t see me as a client. And I understand that.” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, I ran my hand over my clothing. Despite the fact that Leonia had brought my wardrobe into more or less acceptable shape, compared to capital-city locals, I was still a bit subpar to put it lightly. 
 
      
 
    “But I also want you to understand where I’m coming from,” I continued. “On the way to your office, I just so happened to see several dozen advertisements for fiduciaries other than yourself. And the commissions there were lower by a few times.” 
 
      
 
    “And the quality of their services would reflect that,” the gnome objected presumptuously. “And you’re right – your appearance and frankly level, despite the assurances of our mutual acquaintance, do not inspire trust.” 
 
      
 
    We were in a small office with a low ceiling which had just a simple oaken table and two regular armchairs as furniture and, for the record, I wasn’t even offered a seat. Bare stone walls, narrow windows, a floor clad with gray stone tile. Even for me, a kid of my height and build, it was cramped. I can’t even imagine how adult visitors must feel in this mouse hole. 
 
      
 
    Leading a pointed gaze over the frankly miserable interior of the little room, I stated: 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s quite rare that appearances actually mean anything.” 
 
      
 
    “And yet here you are,” said the gnome, not bristling in the least. 
 
      
 
    “As you mentioned, on a recommendation from a mutual acquaintance.” 
 
      
 
    “How long have you known one another?” the redheaded gnome asked unexpectedly. To be honest, I had already started thinking about how to get out of here as quickly as possible to look for a more agreeable attorney that might charge a bit less as well. My tone must have betrayed my mood and, for some reason, that caught Madi Belvokrut’s attention. 
 
      
 
    “A month,” I answered honestly and, seeing how glum that made him look, added: “Our meeting took place in a small village on the border of the Wastes.” 
 
      
 
    The gnome immediately shuddered. 
 
      
 
    “So that means you saw old man Gino capture the beast?” 
 
      
 
    A fire of curiosity sparked up in Madi’s eyes. Until then, he was about to push me out the door. 
 
      
 
    Correctly interpreting my pointed gaze, the gnome said: 
 
      
 
    “You can be sure – everything said in this room will stay between us. Our reputation is at stake. I swear! So then, did you see him capture her?” 
 
      
 
    I got a system notification and again answered honestly: 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    A-hem. This gnome’s face might as well have been an open book. Although that is probably because he isn’t even trying to hide his disappointment from me. 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t have seen what never happened.” 
 
      
 
    There it is. Again. His disappointment changed to a grimace of extreme surprise and shock. 
 
      
 
    “Uh...” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled and said: 
 
      
 
    “Listen, I have an offer for you. I tell you what really happened and, if I manage to surprise you, you take on my case and bring down the commission by half.” 
 
      
 
    The gnome broke down laughing. 
 
      
 
    “Not a bad try,” he squeezed out after he finished. “But what’s in it for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, for one thing, you’ll learn unique information. Plus, you’ll gain a regular customer. Is that really not enough?” I smiled back. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! You are indubitably correct, however...” 
 
      
 
    “I thought we’d already agreed that appearance has no meaning,” I interrupted him. “Anyhow, you’ve heard my offer. I can see it hasn’t caught your interest.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to turn and leave this strange place, but Madi stopped me. Seems I hooked him after all. 
 
      
 
    “Alright. Let’s make a bet. If your information proves useful, I agree to act as your attorney for one case for a commission of thirty-five percent.” 
 
      
 
    “Now we’re getting somewhere,” I chuckled. “But no, I don’t think I’ll accept. There really are a lot of other offices out there. For one example, I saw a sign for someone called Adanor Drovgeldig. It looked pretty good. Seems he’s a countryman of yours?” 
 
      
 
    Based on the way Madi’s eyes squinted, I’d hit the bullseye. I was ready for some negotiation and, Bug works in mysterious ways, intriguing system inducements. But Madi caught me by surprise. 
 
      
 
    “One case. Twenty-five percent,” he threw out shortly. 
 
      
 
    “Twenty,” I made a last desperate attempt. 
 
      
 
    “Twenty-five,” the gnome was immovable. “And only as a favor to an old buddy.” 
 
      
 
    After he said that, the gnome threw the envelope containing Gino’s note on the table. 
 
      
 
    “And don’t forget,” he said. “You have to surprise me.” 
 
      
 
    A-hem... I’m basically getting what I came for. Plus I have to share information. Ugh... So that’s what level forty-five gets you! I’m afraid to even imagine what this gnome’s Trading and Negotiation figures look like. I never stood a chance. But still the choice is still mine. I could turn and leave, but something is telling me that he won’t try to stop me this time. Beyond that, I must admit – with such a strong negotiator representing my interests, I’d be better at ease. I’d definitely have to make friends with the gnome. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” I said shortly. 
 
      
 
    “Then I’m all ears,” Madi smiled in self-satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    Deciding not to draw it out, I said: 
 
      
 
    “The real story is that I immobilized the beast and one of Gino’s familiars put it in a deep sleep for the duration of our journey.” 
 
      
 
    I watched the smile depart the gnome’s lips. 
 
      
 
    “I was told the monster was nearly level thirty!” he exclaimed. “How did you ever pull it off?! Some devious trap?!” 
 
      
 
    “Among other things,” I smiled back and raised my right hand. 
 
      
 
    For the next instant, I watched the gnome be captivated by the sparks swirling around my fingers. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    — Attention! A non-magical ability has been used in an attempt to influence your mind! 
 
      
 
    ― Failure! 
 
      
 
    ― Failure! 
 
      
 
    I pursed my lips in annoyance. That was the standard greeting I’d been getting in nearly every stall and shop in Ironville! The sweet, affably smiling salesmen and -women were in fact enacting a full-frontal assault with their Charisma, Charm and other such abilities. It was a wonder I was able to repulse their attempts. Well to be more accurate, it was thanks to the legendary amulet of Gunnar the Destroyer with its fifty points of Will. 
 
      
 
    My story about capturing the female whipsnake made an impression on Madi. As a matter of fact, when the gnome found out I was a mage, he hurriedly invited me into a different office altogether. With high ceilings, wide windows and a view over the upper circle, comfortable armchairs and a big huge fireplace that took up half a wall. I suspect this opinion of me had changed at least partially because he realized I would be entitled to a share of the sale of the northern serpent. 
 
      
 
    After we concluded our agreement, I told him all the details concerning my debtor’s oath to Bardan. Madi assured me there shouldn’t be any problems. It was a pretty standard case, all things considered. I told him my creditor most likely didn’t have the foggiest idea I existed. Solving the issue was eased by the fact that Bardan also had financial interests in Ironville and so had his own attorneys locally. And it just so happened that Madi was well acquainted with the person who handled the affairs of the man who’d bought up my debt. In a word, if things come together favorably, I might have my freedom by the end of the day. 
 
      
 
    In the end, my attorney suggested we meet again nearer midday, by which time he promised he’d have a better idea, and perhaps have already solved my problem. 
 
      
 
    At first I wanted to go to the port and find the Yellow Crab tavern, but Cyrus categorically refused to stick his nose into that part of town. He said he was hired only to lead me through the safe merchants’ quarter, not through a borough where he could lose his life at the drop of a hat. 
 
      
 
    I’ll have to ask Tusk and stock up on silver. The ogre would never go without ale. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile I decided to peruse the market rows to get a sense of local prices and maybe buy a thing or two. But that stroll, which promised to be useful and pleasant, had just about turned me batty. In my final weapons store of the day, it was a wonder I was able to resist blasting the salesman with lightning or ramming him smack dab in his saccharine smile. He just kept testing my Will against his Charisma. 
 
      
 
    Overall, before I’d found anything worthwhile or useful, my guide and I started back toward the attorney’s office. And I just so happened to find Madi waiting in his office. Not alone. There was a level forty-two black-bearded gnome as well. He was scarcely different from his kinsman. Just as stout and broad-shouldered. Closely set gray eyes. A large nose. Big ears. 
 
      
 
    However, there was one difference – the new one stunk unbearably of darkness. 
 
      
 
    “Mister Bergman!” Madi smiled. “Allow me to introduce my cousin, Haldaf Gredoren!” 
 
      
 
    Trying not to cringe at the bitter and rotten flavor in my mouth, I overcame myself and squeezed the gnome’s wide outstretched hand. 
 
      
 
    I understood that this gnome was not necessarily Dark in nature. Although I also wasn’t counting that possibility out either. Gino, for example, constantly stinks as well despite Mee’s frequent interventions. Not as badly as Madi’s cousin, but still. For now, these were the first dark emanations I’d come across in the capital but, based on the easy way Haldaf walked down the street, the authorities most likely knew about him. And given that, there’s no reason for me to make a fuss. 
 
      
 
    While we exchanged pleasantries and I did my best to work out why we needed this black-bearded gnome, my attorney told me he had some news for me. 
 
      
 
    Haldaf left the office on his cousin’s request and I found a comfortable position in a soft cozy armchair. Then Madi began: 
 
      
 
    “I managed to get in touch with Bardan’s attorney.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, transfixed. I feel a tingle run down my spine. 
 
      
 
    “The war has complicated your case. Things are in complete shambles over there right now. Odd, hehe... We’re fighting the war, but it’s over there they’re in shambles.” 
 
      
 
    Having noticed my state, Madi finally got to the heart of the matter. 
 
      
 
    “Do you remember when you said you were abandoned in a cave to be devoured by beasts?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Well the bastards that set you up have taken it even further.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked in surprise. “What could be further than that?” 
 
      
 
    Stroking his red beard thoughtfully, Madi told me: 
 
      
 
    “You will not be able to return to your homeland anytime soon.” 
 
      
 
    I feel a chill run down my spine. 
 
      
 
    “Why might that be?” 
 
      
 
    “Someone by the name of Skorx, a minion of Bardan’s, has declared you a wanted runaway peon.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    I NERVOUSLY GOT UP from my armchair and walked over to the window. Madi kept tactfully silent. 
 
      
 
    I was looking out beyond the glass, but I wasn’t seeing anything. There was a mist in front of my eyes. I lost my breath and rubbed my throat. I felt like I was very near death. My heart was just about to jump out of my chest. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t notice when a glass appeared in my hand. 
 
      
 
    “Eric, drink this,” Madi’s voice reached me from somewhere far off to the right. “Drink it! You’ll feel better at once.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to drink it all down, but it didn’t work. I had to take quick short sips through my clattering teeth. At first I didn’t know what the gnome had given me, but then it hit me – plain water. Searing cold. Invigorating. Bringing me back to my senses. 
 
      
 
    “That’s better,” Madi said reassuringly and gave me a light pat on the back. 
 
      
 
    “What was that?” I asked with a shivering voice, slowly lowering down in my armchair. “Was the Great System reacting to my noncompliance with the oath?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh gods!” the gnome waved his hands. “Of course not! If that was Her – you’d be writhing in terrible pain right now! Believe me, I know what I’m talking about.” 
 
      
 
    “Then what was it?” I asked, noticeably calmer. My senses returned. To be honest, I was ashamed to display that level of weakness. 
 
      
 
    “A regular old panic attack,” Madi answered. 
 
      
 
    The gnome’s words made me even more embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    “And that is a completely normal reaction to an unjust accusation,” he rushed to assure me. “As if it wasn’t enough that they took you, a fourteen-year-old boy, into a cavern teeming with dangerous beasts to use as live bait for a bloodthirsty monster! Then they had the nerve to put out a search for you! The Great System hasn’t punished you yet, and that means you’ve been doing everything right! I’ve won court cases with less compelling arguments!” 
 
      
 
    “Court cases?” I came back to my senses. What do you mean court?! 
 
      
 
    That’s the last thing I need. 
 
      
 
    “Madi, I don’t want publicity! I came to you hoping to get this resolved quietly and forget about it like a bad dream. Is there really no other way?” 
 
      
 
    Madi frowned, then breathed a heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    “Of course there is,” he said regretfully. “It’s just that this case is a slam dunk. We are sure to win. You won’t have to pay a huge amount of money to get the search called off, and I will improve the reputation of my guild.” 
 
      
 
    “So there’s a way to get the search called off?” I latched into that part. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Madi sighed fatefully. Then, seemingly having understood that I did not intend to go to court, started explaining everything in detail: “A search for someone accused of ‘nonpayment of debt,’ unlike one for ‘murder’ or ‘theft’ can be canceled by paying off that same debt plus a fine. In your case the fine will be double because you are currently in a different country.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do that!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t celebrate so soon,” the gnome cooled my ardor. “I still haven’t said a number.” 
 
      
 
    “How much?” 
 
      
 
    “Five hundred gold all told. Plus my commission. I understand it is a massive sum, and Gino has only just started looking for a buyer for your ‘merchandise...’” 
 
      
 
    “I agree!” I answered quickly, which came as a big surprise to my attorney. “I only have part of that on me. I just have to sell some stuff, then I can pay in full. Could you maybe recommend a merchant? And preferably someone who isn’t going to test their Charisma on me.” 
 
      
 
    That made Madi laugh. 
 
      
 
    “Ha-ha! So am I to understand you’ve already walked the market rows?” 
 
      
 
    “It took me effort to hold back,” sparks ran down my fingers again. 
 
      
 
    “You were right to do so,” Madi said with unexpected gravity. “Offensive magic is forbidden within the city walls.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to ask what about dark magic. But I bit my tongue before it was too late. I didn’t know how the gnome might react. Now he is clearly on my side. But what would happen if I told him about his cousin, who was just about soaked through with Darkness? And by the way, I can just about sense him through that closed door. I don’t want a conflict with the gnomes. This is their business. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what’ll it be?” I asked. “Can you recommend someone?” 
 
      
 
    The gnome chuckled and said: 
 
      
 
    “As they say: ‘Speak of Bug and he will appear.’ The cousin I just introduced you to deals in trade. He came to see me one hour ago to have a talk with you.” 
 
      
 
    Seeing surprise on my face, the gnome explained: 
 
      
 
    “Somehow he found out you were getting a share of the sale of the beast you hauled to Ironville. Let me remind you that you and I are bound by an oath of silence. That means either Gino himself or one of his domestics must have run their mouth. Hehe! Don’t be surprised! A good trader knows how to dredge up information they can use to their advantage. And Haldaf is good at what he does. He-he, he probably came hopping right over to try and sell you something. A happy coincidence.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “My cousin told me you have some loot you’d like to sell?” Haldaf plunked down in the armchair opposite me. “Let me warn you right away – I don’t deal in cheap jewelry or old weapons. You can get dump that stuff wholesale. I can suggest two or three such traders who have earned my trust. Tell them I sent you, they’ll give you a good price.” 
 
      
 
    “What about experience essences?” I asked, trying not to wince. The bitter taste in my mouth was making it hard to concentrate. 
 
      
 
    “Twenty-five copper a piece,” the merchant quickly answered. “I’ll tell you right away – that’s a good price and it goes down all the time.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “The war,” the gnome shrugged. “Increase in supply.” 
 
      
 
    “What about tablets?” I asked. Even though I’d decided not to sell anything yet. The valuable tablets weren’t exactly burning a hole in my pocket. 
 
      
 
    “Prices for tablets are quite high,” Haldaf came to life. “They’re in short supply. Would you be looking to sell?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “But as for essences, I suppose I would. One hundred fifty thousand of them.” 
 
      
 
    I decided to sell just under half of what I had. Gorgie and Mee would have to be leveled up soon. 
 
      
 
    “How many now?” the gnome’s little eyes doubled in size. 
 
      
 
    “As you know, we have come here from the borderlands,” I hazed things up and just about winced again. Has Madi’s cousin really sold out to Darkness? 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” the gnome nodded. “That explains everything.” 
 
      
 
    Based on his facial expression, he didn’t believe me. 
 
      
 
    “Well, how about it? Deal?” I asked. I wanted to get the money as quickly as possible and bid this gnome farewell. The bitterness in my mouth was making me nauseous. 
 
      
 
    “Deal,” the merchant nodded. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, my coin purse was three hundred seventy-five gold coins heavier. I could give that money to Madi so he would finally rid me of the loathsome debtor’s yoke. 
 
      
 
    After receiving the full amount, I wanted to bid Haldaf adieu. I had decided to sell the claws, tusks, horns and mandibles to another less unpleasant trader. But I was stopped. 
 
      
 
    “Could you spare a few minutes?” the merchant asked, looking me over strangely. 
 
      
 
    It cost me some effort to hold back a heavy sigh, but I replied: 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
      
 
    The gnome squirmed a bit in his chair. Thanks to Madi’s warning, I could tell his cousin had come to me with a specific proposition in mind. But at that moment I could see there was something else troubling him. 
 
      
 
    “Permit me to ask a question?” Haldaf finally made up his mind. “I’ll be straight with you. It will strike you as unusual.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see. Ask your question.” 
 
      
 
    The gnome coughed. 
 
      
 
    “Ever since we met, I’ve had the impression my company troubles you. If that is so, could you please tell me the reason for your distaste?” 
 
      
 
    Having noticed the expression on my face, Haldaf said: 
 
      
 
    “Please speak frankly.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t know why, but I felt an urge to tell the truth. I think it’s because, despite the dark emanations wafting off him, the gnome’s face struck me as honest and open. 
 
      
 
    “I trust this will stay between us?” 
 
      
 
    “I swear it.” 
 
      
 
    “You quite literally stink of Darkness.” 
 
      
 
    The gnome shuddered unexpectedly and turned white. He latched his fingers into the armrests of his chair in fear the way a drowning person grasps at straws. 
 
      
 
    “Based on what I can see, I assume the authorities have no idea about your secret,” I said calmly. 
 
      
 
    “You...” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded and added with menacing in my voice: “I have the ability to sense Darkness. I’ll tell it to you straight, if I’d met you in the Wastes or the Stone Forest – I’d have attacked without a second thought.” 
 
      
 
    The gnome again shuddered in fear either because he heard me mention dangerous areas or because he saw pale yellow sparks enshroud my hand. 
 
      
 
    “Mister... ahem... Master Eric!” Haldaf pleaded. “Don’t ruin this for me! I am an honest merchant! I am not connected in any way with Darkness! The box must have run out of juice again and one of the artifacts in it started giving off energy!” 
 
      
 
    Seeing incomprehension and bafflement on my face, he hurriedly dug into his satchel. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” he said with a quavering voice and placed a massive silver box on the table, its surface engraved with unknown markings. Based on the fact I didn’t get a single system notification, I didn’t have the Mind to study whatever language this was. 
 
      
 
    When I activated my Sixth Sense, I realized what the gnome was talking about. The box had its own magic supply, which just so happened to be nearly empty. Beyond that, it had a few magic artifacts inside. Hm... So here’s what’s causing the trouble – a concentration of Darkness on the very bottom. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile Haldaf opened the box and took out a dark sphere the size of a quail egg. 
 
      
 
    “This artifact, may the Abyss take it, I acquired from an explorer many years ago. And I’ve been dragging it around ever since in hopes of finding someone to sell it to. But alas, due to the harsh requirements, it’s no use to anyone.” 
 
      
 
    While the gnome spoke, I read the item’s description and smiled. Before me was a Small Orb of Darkness. 
 
      
 
    “And beyond the fact nobody wants it, it eats through the box’s mana like nobody’s business!” the merchant murmured, noticeably calmer. 
 
      
 
    “So how did some explorer end up with this?” I asked. It was a good opportunity to find out useful information. 
 
      
 
    “Abyss knows with these explorers! He probably dug it up somewhere on the Dark Continent. In some old tomb or among ruins. Ugh, now I’ve gotta haul this box back to a mage...” 
 
      
 
    Heh... Based on the way various artifacts started appearing from the box as if incidentally, the merchant was back to his senses. He noticed I was interested and decided to show me the rest of his wares. Nice trick. 
 
      
 
    At first I thought the whole dark magic rigamarole was staged, but then I waved off the thought. The box’s supply really was almost empty. Haldaf wouldn’t have dared to knowingly walk around the city then show his face in his cousin’s office with an artifact emanating dark energy. 
 
      
 
    I squinted, looked at the trader and said: 
 
      
 
    “You know, distinguished Haldaf, I haven’t shown you all my loot yet.” 
 
      
 
    As I said that, I placed the legendary Scolopendra mandibles on the table. Then, to the gnome’s stunned gaze, I added the rest of Mee and I’s monster loot. 
 
      
 
    “All of their descriptions,” I said leading my hand over the horn and claws on the table. “Say that it would be best to take them to master craftsmen that use these ingredients, but I don’t have time or any desire to run around town looking for different kinds of experts...” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, of course,” the merchant interrupted me hurriedly, placing a strange looking monocle to his right eye and greedily reading into the description of each item. “I need to do some math.” 
 
      
 
    For the next hour the merchant didn’t seem to see or hear a thing. The table of loot was all that existed for him. Periodically taking some tools and notepads from his satchel, he closely studied each item and took notes on a small sheet of paper. 
 
      
 
    At first I was trying to watch the gnome very carefully but then I got sick of it. I got a more comfortable seat in the soft armchair and, much to my own surprise, started dozing off. 
 
      
 
    I was awoken by a satisfied announcement from Haldaf. 
 
      
 
    “I’m prepared to name my price, Master Eric!” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered in surprise and opened my eyes. Perked up, I stretched and rubbed my face. 
 
      
 
    “I’m listening carefully.” 
 
      
 
    “For the Firepaw fangs, I’ll give you one thousand four hundred gold. For the golem horn and claws I can do five nine, and for the scolopendra mandibles and barbs – nine. In total that’s sixteen thousand three hundred gold coins.” 
 
      
 
    At first I thought I misheard him. I even asked him to tell me the total again. And while I batted my eyelids in shock, the gnome started explaining. 
 
      
 
    “Alas, I cannot afford to pay more. They’re highly particular ingredients. I doubt the craftsmen of Ironville will have any use for them. I’ll have to travel. I’ll take the horn and claws of the ice golem to the north, to the Dartans. And the firepaw and scolopendra loot I’ll take south to Atria.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” I said with a dry throat. Almost sixteen and a half thousand gold! I imagined the look on Mee’s face when I told him! 
 
      
 
    I could see that the gnome had noticed how stunned I looked, but I didn’t give a crap. Beyond that, it suddenly occurred to me that despite the excuses and complaints about his hard life as a merchant, he could afford to pay much more. But alas, at my level I couldn’t compete with merchants like this. 
 
      
 
    “Before I make the payment, could I perhaps offer you any of my wares?” 
 
      
 
    Heh... I’d started thinking he’d never ask. 
 
      
 
    “A sphere of temporary growth?” I asked with hope in my voice. 
 
      
 
    “Alas,” the gnome shook his head. “I’ve never heard of such an artifact before.” 
 
      
 
    Not especially hoping for success, I still sighed in disappointment. 
 
      
 
    When I asked about an iridescent tablet, the gnome just laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Then how about you show me everything you have for my level,” I said with sadness in my voice. 
 
      
 
    A minute later there were four items on the table. Three large mana crystals and some unsightly rag belt. 
 
      
 
    “Slim pickings,” I sighed and reached for the crystals. 
 
      
 
    - Large mana crystal: 
 
      
 
    - Mana: 0/1600. 
 
      
 
    - Large mana crystal: 
 
      
 
    - Mana: 0/1600. 
 
      
 
    - Large mana crystal: 
 
      
 
    - Mana: 0/1400. 
 
      
 
    My mood improved appreciably. Considering the bonus from the ephemeral belt of the twilight mage, these could give me a boost of five thousand five hundred mana points! I’m afraid to even imagine how much he’ll want for all these riches. 
 
      
 
    As if having read my thoughts, the gnome declared: 
 
      
 
    “Two thousand gold a piece. I’ll tell you right away, you’ll never find them for less.” 
 
      
 
    “One of the crystals is two hundred points smaller than the others,” I made a pitiful attempt at negotiation. 
 
      
 
    And the gnome unexpectedly answered: 
 
      
 
    “I’ll drop the price by a hundred. I really can’t do more. For the three crystals – five nine.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take them,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    Then I turned to the unremarkable belt. 
 
      
 
    ― Ephemeral Sash of the Twilight Mage. 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Magical objects. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Epic. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― + 20 ephemeral inventory slots. 
 
      
 
    ― Preserves magical effects/characteristic figures of items placed in its slots (other than weapons). 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― After equipped, becomes part of wearer until death. 
 
      
 
    “Am I understanding correctly that, if I remove a ring and place it in this sash, my characteristics will be the same as if I were wearing it?” I asked with a parched throat. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly right,” Haldaf nodded. 
 
      
 
    “And how much do you want for the sash?” I asked, my heart skipping a beat. 
 
      
 
    “Before naming my price, I’d like to clarify something,” the gnome said unexpectedly. “Would you permit me to ask a question?” 
 
      
 
    “Interesting. I’m listening.” 
 
      
 
    “The thing is, when I showed you that artifact...” 
 
      
 
    “The dark sphere that will give me a headache for the whole next week?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the gnome nodded, apologizing. “When I showed you that artifact, I noticed you were familiar with it... Don’t get me wrong... It’s just...” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never seen a sphere like that before.” 
 
      
 
    My answer disappointed the gnome. But not for long. I said more: 
 
      
 
    “But I know what it is, and I know what to do with it. As a matter of fact, I am the only person in this world who could use it.” 
 
      
 
    I was intentionally trying to come across as a bigshot. I wasn’t afraid he’d go running his mouth – he’d sworn an oath of secrecy. He must have had a reason to ask about the sphere before telling me the price of the sash. Maybe he’s going to give me a discount. 
 
      
 
    The gnome’s face went white again. His mouth was wide open. His eyes were unblinking. 
 
      
 
    “Are you trying to say you are a member of the dead order of monster hunters?” Haldaf asked, stunned. 
 
      
 
    “If the Great System is to be trusted – it’s only member,” I clarified and looked with intrigue at the merchant. “How do you know about the order?” 
 
      
 
    “Every subject of the undermountain sovereign knows about the hunters that safeguard our world against otherworldly beasts!” Haldaf exclaimed. “My ancestors fought side by side with your brothers-in-arms!” 
 
      
 
    A-hem... Now this is getting interesting. I’m reminded that the foxman told me how their gnome allies really treated the hunters. 
 
      
 
    As the years passed, the order started gaining power. And the bigwigs naturally didn’t like it. They started painting the hunters black in the public eye. Inventing wild fables. It reached the point that they stopped letting the hunters enter cities and, after a few assassination attempts, Gunnar decided to leave the surface... The order helped the subterranean folk exterminate some Horror of the Depths, and in return the King under the mountain gifted them that cave and sent craftsmen to construct the city that later came to be called Stonetown. The hunters didn’t realize what those little jerks stuck them with until it was too late. The cave came with a surprise in the form of that portal. 
 
      
 
    “It’s nice to hear that your kin still remember ancient allies,” I started improvising. And it seemed the now deep-red gnome liked my little improvisation. “But let’s get back to business...” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” the merchant hurriedly agreed and asked: “You said you can use the Orb of Darkness. How exactly?” 
 
      
 
    “I am a Vanquisher of Darkness.” 
 
      
 
    Haldaf then gave a noticeable shudder. He must have had a bit too much for one day. 
 
      
 
    “That means you can create Sparks of the Otherworld as it says in the description?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “And what exactly are these sparks?” he asked with a shivering voice. 
 
      
 
    “A magical substance extracted from orbs of darkness, which I can use to enchant objects. I have an ability that uses sparks to confer a random characteristic on an object or significantly improve a pre-existing one. Under very rare circumstances, the object can also receive a special magical effect.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I walked the whole way from Madi Belvokrut’s office to Gino’s house with a happy smile plastered on my face. A few passers-by even gawked at my happy countenance in surprise. Fine by me! My joy knew no bounds! From this day forward, I am a free man! My debt with Bardan has been paid off! A whole new stage of my life has begun! I was raring to share my happiness with my friends as fast as possible! I had enough money to treat them all to a meal in an expensive restaurant to mark the occasion! 
 
      
 
    Being totally frank with Haldaf had several positive effects. I was given a significant discount on the mana crystals and the sash. The gnome only wanted twenty-five thousand gold coins for everything. He also offered to let me defer payment, but I surprised him again. I showed him a vial of black armorbug spirit, and it made up the difference and then some. I even came out ahead. I had fifteen hundred gold in my coin purse. And after all, I had another eleven vials and several highly valuable tablets. I decided not to sell all that just yet. There’s no rush. 
 
      
 
    After that, I offered to make a Spark of the Otherworld out of the Orb of Darkness for Haldaf. And when, thanks to my level, that generated not one but two sparks, the gnome just about had a conniption. 
 
      
 
    Before we said farewell, Haldaf spent a long time shaking my hand and invited me to have lunch at his house the next day. By that time, he promised to pick out some items that might catch my eye. I accepted the respected merchant’s invitation with glee. I would need to make these kinds acquaintances for my new life as a free man. 
 
      
 
    I tried on my new acquisitions before so much as leaving Madi’s office. I placed the crystals into the ephemeral belt, then my button, ring, Ava’s bracelet and Gunnar’s amulet went into the sash. Now I was calm. Nobody could rob me anymore. And at the same time, the artifacts were still working unhindered. 
 
      
 
    Cyrus led me to the door and, having received double payment in honor of my excellent mood, ran out to get about his business. 
 
      
 
    Before crossing the threshold, I carefully cleaned the snow off my boots. Gino’s home, just like yesterday, greeted me with mind-blowing aromas from the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Before going up to my room, I decided to pop into the kitchen and say hi to Leonia. 
 
      
 
    The door gave easily, and I wanted to walk inside but instead froze like a statue. 
 
      
 
    Gino was sitting at the kitchen table with his head drooping. There was a man standing a step away from him. He winced in disgust, dressing the old lanista down for something. 
 
      
 
    When I showed up, the man fell silent, but I managed to hear his last words. Gino was getting told off for not telling someone he had arrived yesterday evening. 
 
      
 
    “Eric Bergman?!” the man asked me in a commanding voice. His tone and level forty-three inspired unwitting awe. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I answered in distress and unexpectedly sensed that someone was behind me. 
 
      
 
    “You’re under arrest!” 
 
      
 
    I felt my shoulders squeezed in on both sides as if with a vice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    A LARGE BULBOUS DROPLET broke away from the gray stone ceiling and fell to the floor, shattering into dozens of little spurts. In the dim light coming through the crack of the door, the puddle on the floor looked like a dirty broken window. 
 
      
 
    My pillow, stuffed with rotten poky straw, gave off an unbearable putrid smell. The cot gave a plaintive creak with my every move, emitting aromas of moldy wood and damp. But I was glad to have even a bed such as that. Otherwise I’d have had to sleep on the bitterly cold stone floor. 
 
      
 
    Yesterday, it occurred to me that when I got out I’d have to throw away my clothes – they’re absolutely saturated with these smells. I considered it and gave a nervous laugh. Today is the tenth day of my imprisonment, but I still don’t know the reason for my arrest. 
 
      
 
    At first, when I was led out of Gino’s home, I thought it was because of the search Skorx announced. I tried to explain that a few hours ago I’d paid the debt and all associated fines and that I had the documents to prove it. But they didn’t listen. 
 
      
 
    The arresting agents fully ignored my explanations. They didn’t even look at me. They treated me like empty space. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t even think of resisting. There were five of them. All over level forty. Based on the telltale eye color, three of them were mages. 
 
      
 
    Other than Gino, who stayed sitting at the table, I didn’t see anyone either in the house or outside it. As a matter of fact, as I was loaded into the cab of a black carriage, I formed the impression that the street where the lanista’s house was located was basically deserted. 
 
      
 
    Before I left, I caught a short gaze from Gino that stuck in my memory. It said a lot. I could tell that the people who arrested me didn’t know about Mee. And evidence of that was that in the carriage were only myself and the three mages. By the looks of things, nobody was planning to arrest the gremlin. Thank the gods! 
 
      
 
    And in the old man’s eyes I also saw guilt and remorse. As if he was the reason for my arrest. 
 
      
 
    There were no windows in the carriage, and no sources of light whatever. It felt like we spent thirty or forty minutes underway. 
 
      
 
    And finally, the carriage came to a stop. When the door opened, I realized we were underground. After that came a series of narrow corridors I was led through with a bag over my head. Periodically, plaintive cries, shrieks of pain and pleas for mercy reached my ears. I’d already realized where I’d landed. Seemingly, I was in the secret chancery’s torture chambers. 
 
      
 
    After yet another turn, I was stopped brutally, and the bag was yanked off. The bolt clanged. The rusty hinges creaked. A short push to the back and I was in a small chamber with a narrow cot and a filthy hole in the corner of the wall. 
 
      
 
    I was warned I’d better not even think about escaping. And furthermore, there was a magic shield on the walls, ceiling, floor and door. After activating Sixth Sense, I realized this underground prison in some way reminded me of Fort Stout. Getting through a shield such as that with my modest abilities would be simply impossible. 
 
      
 
    All that time, I was trying to behave in a disciplined manner, praying for a mistake. But by the end of day ten, I had realized that I must have stepped in shit of some kind. 
 
      
 
    The feeling of impotence and resentment made me want to wail. I’d only just gotten free – and then... 
 
      
 
    The more I analyzed my current situation, the more distinctly I realized that Gino had given me up to the secret chancery. But why?! Greed? Didn’t want to share the money from selling the beast? Or was something else at play? What did that mage’s last sentence mean? There was something Gino hadn’t run off to report straight away... But what? 
 
      
 
    Most important is that Mee is safe. Although I also wasn’t certain of that. At the very least, I wanted to think my friend had avoided arrest. 
 
      
 
    When the grim thoughts that had been tapping through my brain like the drum of a barrel organ for all these days started on another loop, the door into my slammer cell finally opened. In the doorway appeared a familiar mage guard. 
 
      
 
    “Up!” he barked angrily. “Out!” 
 
      
 
    I complied. 
 
      
 
    Bag back on my head. More pushing my back to show me the way. Although inwardly I’d tried to remain law-abiding for the first few days, by now every shove was thrusting more rage and fury into me. But I kept my cool, even though it took effort. 
 
      
 
    Finally, we stopped. I heard the sound of a door opening 
 
      
 
    “Prisoner Bergman has been delivered!” I heard my guard’s obsequious voice. 
 
      
 
    “Take him in,” I heard an authoritative woman’s voice. 
 
      
 
    Another shove. I took three steps and stopped. The bag was yanked off my head and bright light struck me in the pupils. I squinted. Then I rubbed my eyes and quickly took a look around. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t turn your head!” Another shove from the guard. 
 
      
 
    “If you touch me again – you’ll regret it!” I hissed through my teeth, losing my temper. 
 
      
 
    Our gazes met. The dark blue eyes of the guard mage turned into narrow slits. His lower jaw jutted out forward menacingly. His jaw muscles started to twitch. 
 
      
 
    At that instant, I didn’t give a damn about his fury or level thirty-eight. I was ready to summon all my spirits at once and unleash an Earth Tremor. Let the chips fall where they may. 
 
      
 
    These people had locked me up for a long ten days in a damp dark cell without explanation and given me no water or food in hopes of breaking my spirit. But the effect they’d achieved was the exact opposite. I am a free man! And I am prepared to make my life come at a high cost! 
 
      
 
    “Cool it, Glair,” the woman sitting at the desk said calmly, making a note on a sheet of paper. 
 
      
 
    Level forty-nine. Eyes burning a magical blue. To look at her – thirty to thirty-five years. Although it isn’t hard for a mage of that level to adjust their age. I wouldn’t be surprised to find out she’s already well over a hundred. 
 
      
 
    The woman’s calm tone cooled my guard’s ardor in an instant. Just the way he shuddered. This guy’s afraid of her! 
 
      
 
    “Bu the way, I thought I gave a clear order that this prisoner was not to be given food or water,” she continued, leafing through some papers. 
 
      
 
    “Master Betrinna, your order was carried out to the letter!” Glair reported, stretched out at attention. 
 
      
 
    “Then why does he look like he’s just left an Atrian spa? He’s even showing teeth!” 
 
      
 
    “I have no way of knowing!” the guard shouted and stretched out all the higher. 
 
      
 
    The woman raised her head and our gazes met. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s been feeding you?” 
 
      
 
    — Attention! You have been subjected to mental magic! 
 
      
 
    ― Attack repulsed! 
 
      
 
    I shuddered. 
 
      
 
    “Now this is getting curious,” Betrinna set her quill aside and pulled away from her papers then crossed her slim pretty arms on her chest. 
 
      
 
    I was no less surprised! A level forty-nine mage, who clearly had high level mental magic, was unable to get past my Will! Just what kind of amulet had I been given?! 
 
      
 
    “Leave,” she ordered the guard. When the door closed, the woman took a small lens from her pocket and pointed it at me. This artifact must have worked the same way as Master Chi’s little mirror or, for that matter, Haldaf’s monocle. After all, the gnome must have had a reason to look through it at me while going over my loot. 
 
      
 
    A second later, her brows shot upward. Her lower jaw, on the other hand, crept down. And by the way, the gnome reacted approximately the same way. Seemingly, the magess’ lens, just like the merchant’s monocle, was not working the way it was supposed to. 
 
      
 
    I must give the woman her due – she got her surprise under control quickly. She had already opened her mouth, clearly to ask a question of some kind, but the door sharply swung open. 
 
      
 
    The magess’ wrathful gaze stopped on the man who appeared in the doorway. I couldn’t hold back a mischievous smile. If that is my guard, he’s done for. 
 
      
 
    But the man who came into the office like he owned the place was not my guard. Based on the way the magess leapt out of her chair and snapped to attention, whoever had come to pay us a visit was a bigwig. 
 
      
 
    Handsome. Tall. Prim. Dapper dresser. Based on the telltale eye color – a mage. Obviously from the nobility. Level fifty-three. 
 
      
 
    “So then, Bet, what have you dug up?” the man said carelessly, his arms crossed behind his back. Without even letting her start, he nodded at me and asked: “Is this him?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, your radiance!” the magess answered snappily. 
 
      
 
    “All this hullabaloo over some little level-zero ragamuffin?” the man asked in surprise. Based on the way he’d been addressed, this man was a Count. He looked me over squeamishly from head to toe and turned to the magess, who was frozen at attention. 
 
      
 
    “Debrief me!” he ordered. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we have the arrestee taken outside?” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” the Count chuckled. “Let him hear. He doesn’t have much time either way. We don’t have long conversations with spies around here.” 
 
      
 
    I felt the floor go out from under me. But I got myself together quick enough and clenched my teeth and fists. Not today! I’ll find a way to surprise you yet! 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir, your Radiance! Here is the briefing! Two months ago, the captain of the Gray Martens filed a report saying they’d detained a group of runaway slaves on the border of the Wastes near Dry Gulley. They were led by a strange level-zero boy mage. According to information provided by a companion of his, Tom Steynor to be precise, son of silver-guild merchant Ron Steynor...” 
 
      
 
    “The same Steynor whose daughter’s hand was given to Baron Lazlo?” 
 
      
 
    “Correct, your radiance,” Betrinna answered. “The Baron lost a large amount of money in cards. His marriage to the rich daughter of a merchant, Steynor’s only heiress, saved him from debtor’s prison.” 
 
      
 
    His Radiance chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “The Snake has come up smelling like roses again. So, now that the merchant’s son has escaped orcish captivity, he has competition for the inheritance?” 
 
      
 
    “Baron Lazlo has no competitors.” 
 
      
 
    “How?!” the Count exclaimed in admiration. “Has the Snake enacted some scheme here as well?” 
 
      
 
    “No, your Radiance,” the magess shook her head. “The Martens were attacked by orcish riders. The merchant’s son died in the fight.” 
 
      
 
    “The goddess Fortuna never errs,” the Count said thoughtfully and, after coming back to his senses, ordered: “Continue!” 
 
      
 
    “According to information provided by the aforementioned Tom Steynor, Sarkhaat himself had declared a hunt for the boy mage. And Sarkhaat was behind the trap the Martens just about got caught in. It was a miracle they escaped.” 
 
      
 
    The Count looked at me again as if for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “The remaining living rangers have given unanimous reports that the boy mage saved them. He jumped off his horse and engaged the great shaman and his warriors in combat. And here’s the weirdest part – Sarkhaat fled the battlefield.” 
 
      
 
    The Count’s eyebrows shot upward. 
 
      
 
    “Continue,” he ordered, quickly getting his surprise under control. 
 
      
 
    “The next mention of the boy mage comes from several reports made by our investigators in a few baronies. According to several Tradepost refugees they interrogated, our suspect has the ability to summon a dangerous predator.” 
 
      
 
    I clenched my fists even harder. Looks like they did break Hedgehog in the end. Who else could possibly have known that? 
 
      
 
    “All that time, from Tradepost all the way to Ironville, he travelled in the company of Gino Leroy and his familiars. He managed to fight off a group of raiders and capture a female Dartan whipsnake.” 
 
      
 
    The Count chuckled again and suddenly looked coldly at Betrinna. 
 
      
 
    “Why was the suspect not arrested immediately upon arrival? He spent almost a whole day wandering the capital unimpeded!” 
 
      
 
    “Our agent, in pursuit of his mercantile interests, reported his arrival only in the middle of the next day,” the magess stated, standing still as a statue. 
 
      
 
    So it was Gino after all... All the pieces of the puzzle were falling into place. His constant admonishment that we come with him to the capital. Midori’s surveillance. The old man works for the secret chancery on top of owning a gladiator school. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t forget to remind that dunderhead that he’s playing with fire,” the Count said, pursing his lower lip. 
 
      
 
    “He’s been reminded, your Radiance!” Betrinna told him. 
 
      
 
    The Count had no reaction to that information and asked: 
 
      
 
    “What have you been able to ascertain?” 
 
      
 
    “The arrestee spent ten days in his cell with no food or water.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s oddly hard to tell,” the Count said with suspicion in his voice. “Was someone helping him?” 
 
      
 
    “Out of the question!” 
 
      
 
    “Then how? Restorative potions?” 
 
      
 
    “No way! When searched, nothing was discovered in his pockets or bag. No amulets, money or food. Nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s only one conclusion to be drawn then,” the Count chuckled. “All his belongings are in ephemeral pockets. Am I right?!” 
 
      
 
    — Attention! You have been subjected to mental magic! 
 
      
 
    ― Attack repulsed! 
 
      
 
    Seemingly, his Radiance was not expecting that. A mask of incomprehension appeared on his noble visage. To be frank, I was in shock myself! If the Shield of Will still had yet to activate, that could only mean one thing – Gunnar’s amulet was providing Will figures that were easily able to repulse the mental attacks of a level fifty-three mage! 
 
      
 
    “Senior investigator!” the Count barked. “How am I to understand this?!” 
 
      
 
    It hurt to look at the once fearsome Betrinna. 
 
      
 
    “The prisoner is not susceptible to mental magic,” she muttered plaintively. 
 
      
 
    “I realize that!” the Count continued to roar. “Have you figured out why yet?!” 
 
      
 
    “N-no, your Radiance,” the magess stated, hiccupping. “My quintessence identifier didn’t reveal a thing...” 
 
      
 
    “What?!” the Count exclaimed. “You want me to report to his Excellency Sir Chancer that my best investigators cannot read some level-zero boy spy?” 
 
      
 
    A small mirror appeared in his hand. It looked like the one Master Chi had. 
 
      
 
    He pointed it at me and an instant later I found myself yet again looking at a mask of incomprehension on his Radiance’s face. I don’t know how it all might have ended, but the iron door thundered open just then. A new actor appeared in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    It was a man. The polar opposite of the Count. Thickset. Broad-shouldered. Wearing strange fish-scale armor. He reminded me of a bear in some way. Level forty-five. Many scars on his bearded countenance. Despite his swashbuckling appearance, I can see Mind in his attentive gray eyes. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think you’re doing, Captain?!” Surprisingly, I didn’t hear confidence in the Count’s voice. 
 
      
 
    “Your Radiance, I am here on an order from his Majesty,” the thickset captain answered calmly. “I will be taking your prisoner.” 
 
      
 
    Then the captain turned to me and asked gravely: 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been told you have a message for me?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    AGAIN A DIMLY lit carriage. Again the unknown. At least I don’t have a bag over my head this time. Thanks for that. 
 
      
 
    Based on the tilt of the floor and seats – we’re going uphill. Toward the upper circle. 
 
      
 
    The odd beam of streetlamp light slipping through the cracks in the curtains. That must mean its night. 
 
      
 
    Captain Isamu Takeda was sitting opposite me and, based on the shuffling of papers, closely reading all the notes he’d requisitioned from Betrinna. How exactly is he reading in this low light? Although what am I surprised about? This guy probably has absolutely sky-high Night Vision. By the way, I’m afraid to even imagine who this Takeda might be after seeing the Count from the secret chancery obey him. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes ago, I gave the captain the messenger amulet Mee had found on Randy’s corpse. I couldn’t see Takeda’s face when he activated the artifact, but his furious wheezing made one thing clear – the message contained something important and obviously unpleasant. 
 
      
 
    As we rode, I had time to think. The main question: what would the Steel King want with me, son of a miner? I could understand why the secret chancery was interested. They thought they’d caught a spy. How many such suspects are now sitting in secret chancery torture chambers? Tens? Hundreds? Thousands? And is the King himself really going to interrogate all of them personally? Nonsense. 
 
      
 
    This is clearly something else... And the captain himself is not from the chancery. Based on the way the Count reacted to him – they do not work together. More the opposite. 
 
      
 
    What was it Takeda said? He’d come “on an order from his Majesty?” The King of Fradia probably had zero inkling of my existence. As a matter of fact, too little time had passed for anyone to have found out anything about me. So what is going on? 
 
      
 
    By the way, if the captain and Count are not from the same organization, how did the former even find out about me? Gino Leroy again. There’s nobody else. That means the shifty old man must work for Captain Takeda as well. But he swore me an oath of secrecy! Oh gods! And Mee is with that monster right now! My friend doesn’t suspect a thing! 
 
      
 
    My unhappy train of thought was broken by a sharp jolt. The carriage came to a stop. 
 
      
 
    The door flew open and a chill night air flew inside. 
 
      
 
    “You may leave,” the captain muttered calmly. “And hurry. His Majesty does not appreciate being made to wait.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Despite the fire roaring in the gigantic fireplace, the study where I was brought was chilly, uncomfortable and dark. I quickly looked around. Not a single candle or lamp lit. The dim light made just a three-foot radius from the fireplace. In that light, I could only see some long shelves packed with books, a broad heavy table and several chairs. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t turn your head,” Captain Takeda said amicably. 
 
      
 
    As we strolled down the dark corridors, he was assiduously instructing me on how to behave in the presence of royalty. All that time, my legs felt like cotton. I was beside myself with fear and worry. Soon I will see the legendary Steel King! As far as I can remember, he is the only ruler my father ever had a positive opinion of. He was sincerely delighted when our Prince got engaged to the Princess of Fradia. He said their betrothal would benefit our kingdom. If my father were alive right now, he’d be sincerely astonished to find out where I am. 
 
      
 
    We had been in the study about an hour and I’d already started thinking the King wouldn’t show. But just then the door flew open and he walked in at a brisk pace. 
 
      
 
    I could tell it was the Steel King right away. First of all because the captain instantly got down on one knee and bowed his head. I then, having forgotten all the instructions, stood there with my mouth agape like some country bumpkin at a capital-city market. If not for the captain pushing me down, my head would have stayed up. 
 
      
 
    And secondly because he looked exactly the way I’d always imagined the Steel King. Tall. Broad-shouldered. Standing straight as a jousting lance. Masculine face. A harsh majestic look in dark blue eyes. Artists paint every noble and great king exactly like this. 
 
      
 
    When I was allowed to stand, I watched the legendary ruler of Fradia’s every move with admiration, unable to fully believe this was all happening to me. 
 
      
 
    “Captain,” the King finally said. “You made me leave a very important meeting for this. Are you fully cognizant of the fact that you better have a very good reason for that?” 
 
      
 
    “Completely, your Majesty!” Captain Takeda rapped out, standing at full attention. But I didn’t hear any fear in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Debrief me,” the King waved a hand shortly. 
 
      
 
    “One hour ago, I received a report from the Wastes!” 
 
      
 
    “Is it the ranger company you sent behind the orcs’ backlines for reconnaissance?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly right, your Majesty!” 
 
      
 
    “What have they determined?” 
 
      
 
    “Seven months ago, the great shamans of the orcs met with mages from the order.” 
 
      
 
    “What did they discuss at that meeting?” the King frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Alas, my people were not able to ascertain that. But I have established for certain that the shamans started assembling a horde immediately after that meeting.” 
 
      
 
    I was afraid to move a single muscle as I stood there. Even with my meagre understanding of the political situation, I could tell the order of mages had betrayed the Steel King. 
 
      
 
    “That means those mongrels have long since made up their minds! They probably promised the orcs not to interfere!” Egbert the Seventh roared in anger and stared pensively at the tongues of flame lapping at the scorched walls of the fireplace. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, he turned to the captain. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent work, Isamu! Reward your people. They have fulfilled their duty to the crown.” 
 
      
 
    The captain lowered his head grimly. 
 
      
 
    “They all died in the Wastes.” 
 
      
 
    “Then who conveyed the message?” the King asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “This one here,” the captain nodded at me. 
 
      
 
    “The boy?” 
 
      
 
    “I just dragged this boy out of the secret chancery.” 
 
      
 
    The King frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, you are aware after all that Prince Renard has been buzzing in my ear about your exploits as is?” 
 
      
 
    To my surprise, Takeda didn’t look flustered or afraid. As a matter of fact, his lips stretched out into a rapacious smile. The King’s tone was quite far from strict, as well. Seemingly, they both found the chancer’s complaints amusing. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” the King waved a hand. “Brief me.” 
 
      
 
    The captain pulled himself together. 
 
      
 
    “According to the information from my agent, and the notes I reviewed from Secret Chancery Senior Investigator Betrinna Tars, I have every reason to believe this boy is in some way linked with the dead order.” 
 
      
 
    The King turned sharply in my direction. With the ravening gaze of his dark blue eyes on me, I felt like a delicate moth impaled on a wooden board with a sharp pin. My throat instantly ran dry. I lost my breath. 
 
      
 
    “Continue,” the King ordered, sizing me up with his gaze. Only then did I notice I couldn’t see his level. 
 
      
 
    “Summing up all the information, we know the following: despite the lack of external signs, this boy is a mage. While himself level zero, he uses spells and magical abilities most likely of level five or six. He has the ability to summon a pet like the Ancients.” 
 
      
 
    The last sentence surprised both the King and me. So not everyone could summon pets? 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the captain continued his report. 
 
      
 
    “For the duration of his travels, he has been using restorative potions and magic traps originating from the dead order. Beyond that, in battle with a Dartan whipsnake, he summoned the spirits of otherworldly creatures. When he arrived in Ironville, with the help of private attorney Madi Belvokrut, he had a debtor’s oath annulled to someone named Bardan, a lanista from Taria. We have received unverified reports that he was planning to sell some loot. He spent ten days in the secret chancery’s prison. All that time, in accordance with standard protocols for particularly dangerous prisoners, he was given no food or water. But based on his overall condition, he was most likely consuming the aforementioned restorative potions. Presumably storing them in an ephemeral pocket. He snapped at his prison guard during interrogation. But what comes next is the weirdest part. Neither senior investigator Betrinna Tars, nor chief investigator his Radiance Count Alcaraz were able to influence the prisoner mentally. Furthermore, their quintessence identifiers revealed nothing. And most importantly – the boy can sense Darkness unfailingly. At present, that is all, your Majesty.” 
 
      
 
    A dry old-man’s voice unexpectedly sounded out from the darkness and made me shudder. I didn’t even notice anyone enter the study after the King. 
 
      
 
    “Your Majesty, may I?” 
 
      
 
    A thin robed figure appeared from the shadows. The stranger’s face was obscured by a deep wide hood. A long gray beard and shaky voice pointed to the man’s respectable age. Also, as in the case with the King, his level was not shown. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Magister Sato,” Egbert the Seventh nodded. 
 
      
 
    Unlike me, neither the captain nor the King were surprised to see the old man appear. Beyond that, I could read impatience and hope on both of their faces. 
 
      
 
    “The captain is right,” the old man said. 
 
      
 
    Those four words made the ruler of Fradia give a satisfied smile and sigh in relief. 
 
      
 
    “This boy is a monster hunter,” Magister Sato continued. “As a matter of fact, he is already a senior hunter. He has even taken a path. The Path of the Vanquisher of Darkness. It’s no surprise those dunderheads from the chancery couldn’t read him. He has an ancient artifact from the Founder of his order that confers a high Will score. That is what blocked all their attempts. Subordinating him would also be a challenge. Whoever breaks the amulet’s Will is in for a surprise. One of the Abilities of the Vanquisher is something called ‘Shield of Will.’ But I could do it if you order me to, your Majesty.” 
 
      
 
    I went cold in fear. The old mage was reading me like an open book. 
 
      
 
    “No, magister!” the King answered unexpectedly and smiled openly: “I don’t need any slaves. I need allies.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The King kicked everyone else out of the study and, for the next hour, I recounted everything that had happened to me over the few months since my parents died, hiding absolutely nothing. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know what it was. Either his Majesty’s Charisma, or my desire to cast off the weight of all the secrets that had been raining down on me, but I just talked and talked without end. 
 
      
 
    I laid out the hunter potions and tokens on the table before the King and he looked them over with enormous curiosity. 
 
      
 
    “So that means you’re the only monster hunter in the entire world?” he asked when I was finished. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, your Majesty,” I nodded and added: “At the very least that’s what the Great System told me.” 
 
      
 
    The King snickered and looked at the fire in the fireplace. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t even imagine how long I’ve been searching for traces of the order of hunters. I, the Steel King! The very strongest among men! And now what do I see before me... Hehe. The goddess Fortuna provided a solution in her own peculiar way! She handed everything I need to some boy and, for that matter, the weakest among us. Ha-ha!” 
 
      
 
    I also gave a timid laugh and, after gathering courage, asked a question even though Captain Takeda had given me an extremely strong warning to speak only with the King’s explicit permission. 
 
      
 
    “Your Majesty, may I humbly be allowed to ask you a question?” 
 
      
 
    Egbert the Seventh gazed thoughtfully into the flames and waved a hand. I took that as permission and started speaking: 
 
      
 
    “To be frank, all this time I’ve been troubled by the question of just what that clever ghost dragged me into but now I can see it is very important...” 
 
      
 
    “You can see, but still don’t understand?” the King interrupted me with a laugh and asked an unexpected question: “Who do you think rules the Empire?” 
 
      
 
    “The Emperor...” 
 
      
 
    “Ha-ha! So you see! Even you are not sure! Give it some thought and try again.” 
 
      
 
    “The order of mages.” 
 
      
 
    “Correct,” the King nodded. “Darta, Atria, Taria, Iveria, the Western Isles – the mages control the whole Empire. The magisters are like puppet masters, pulling on threads which move the little rulers. Except for me! The order of mages holds no sway over the Steel King! But Fradia is losing the battle! The order has greater capabilities. They’re stronger than our mages. According to ancient chronicles, the only ones who could ever stand up against the order of mages were the monster hunters!” 
 
      
 
    The King’s eyes caught fire. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve already heard how the order’s magisters get rid of troublesome rulers. Weak ones are brought to power. Those who disobey are taken out of the picture. My father met that very fate. He tried to stand up against the magisters, but they destroyed him. For many long years they thought they had me under their thumb. The only things that kept me resolute were my hatred and thirst for revenge! But there were also the legends of the great warriors that once protected our world from otherworldly creatures! Only they had the valor and strength to fight the order of mages on equal footing! But alas, they lost that war! And though they were defeated, the power of their order remains dormant in ancient closed cities and fortresses! Your coming can mean only one thing – that ancient nemesis has awoken!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    I GREETED SUNUP with a heavy head. I had not been able to sleep all night. After his fiery speech, the King left, and Captain Takeda took his turn with me. 
 
      
 
    I had to repeat my story to him another ten or so times. It all smacked heavily of interrogation. 
 
      
 
    Okay. Most importantly – there were no mental attacks. 
 
      
 
    “Have you told anyone about yourself here in Ironville?” Takeda asked when I finished recounting my ordeals for the twentieth time. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “An artifact trader – Haldaf Gredoren.” 
 
      
 
    The captain clearly did not like that news. 
 
      
 
    “Gnomes,” he grumbled with annoyance in his voice. “I bet a rider has already been dispatched to inform the undermountain sovereign.” 
 
      
 
    “Haldaf swore an oath not to tell anyone,” I tried to reassure him. 
 
      
 
    That amused the captain. 
 
      
 
    “Remember this!” he raised a finger. “Every gnome in Ironville, just as well as every elf, goblin or... hm... Tarian – is a potential spy. And spies swear oaths of loyalty to their sovereign.” 
 
      
 
    “So, are you trying to say that Haldaf is a spy?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m one hundred percent certain of it.” 
 
      
 
    “And does that mean his oath of loyalty to his sovereign overrides all other oaths?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at a fixed point, shell-shocked. Now I see how Gino got around the System’s rules... 
 
      
 
    “Did the merchant suggest that you meet again?” the captain broke my train of thought. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “He invited me to lunch the day after we met.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Takeda muttered. “He didn’t want to pressure you so you wouldn’t get spooked. He’s probably kicking himself right now. Our secret chancery headed him off.” 
 
      
 
    First the King’s revelations, now this. The deeper I delved into things, the stranger it all became. As they say: out of the frying pan into the fire. Compared to everything I’d learned in the last few days, Bardan and his underlings were nothing but a pitiful band of small-time crooks. 
 
      
 
    By the way, speaking of them... 
 
      
 
    “What about Bardan?” I decided to ask. 
 
      
 
    “Bardan?” Takeda muttered thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    Strange as it may be, my question didn’t catch his ire. He even continued the thought, squinting and kneading his brow. 
 
      
 
    “He came into our field of view many years ago as a young lanista. He’d suddenly become rich by marrying the widow of a Tarian general. Beyond money, two estates and a huge mansion in the capital of Taria, the deceased left his wife some land.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me guess,” I said. “Were the mines in the Crooked Mountains part of her inheritance?” 
 
      
 
    Takeda chuckled and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “In light of what you’ve just told me, we’ll be sure to take another look at the general’s death due to ‘long-term illness.’ Say, were there any mages involved in searching the caverns?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Neither Skorx nor his scouts had anything to do with magic. Although...” 
 
      
 
    I considered it. 
 
      
 
    “There was a healer there... Name of Lee... But he didn’t go down into the caverns.” 
 
      
 
    The captain nodded understandingly. 
 
      
 
    “So there is our potential order of mages agent. And the fact he didn’t go down... Well, that’s easy to explain – what’s the point of him doing scout work? When they find something, then he can go down. But even beyond the fact the administrator is searching for something in the caverns, you’ve provided lots of interesting clues. For example, what is a healing mage doing in a backwater like that? After all, they are generally quite well-to-do. Furthermore... That cave system is teeming with beasts of all kinds, yet not being used to farm loot. That must mean its existence is being kept secret.” 
 
      
 
    “The locals know people die in the mines,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “But they don’t talk about it,” the captain objected. “Beyond that, people die in every kind of mine. Whether it be in the Crooked Mountains or the caves of Atria. So did you or your father know about these caverns? You are miners after all. Who better to know about such things than you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, we didn’t,” I was forced to admit. 
 
      
 
    “Bardan and his few henchmen wouldn’t be able to pull something like this off on their own. So it follows that someone better-versed in this matter must be helping them.” 
 
      
 
    This conversation with the captain was reminding me of when my dad and I would unravel all kinds of entertaining riddles together. Takeda’s openness had me on guard, but I was greedily soaking up his every word like a sea sponge. And then, finally, I decided to ask the most important question of all: 
 
      
 
    “When will I be released?” 
 
      
 
    My question didn’t catch the captain off guard. Seemingly, he was prepared for it. Quickly, without thinking, he answered: 
 
      
 
    “For your own safety, it’s in your own best interest to stay here. And the less people know about you – the better.” 
 
      
 
    “Where exactly is ‘here?’” 
 
      
 
    “You’re better off not knowing that either.” 
 
      
 
    “For my own safety?” 
 
      
 
    Takeda didn’t react one bit to the acrid notes in my voice and answered calmly: 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Then he added: 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to be patient while we work out a plan for what to do next.” 
 
      
 
    Despite the captain’s apparent composure, I got the sense I was walking a razor’s edge. 
 
      
 
    Hit with the gaze of his cold gray eyes, I shrank appreciably and suddenly just blurted out: 
 
      
 
    “I just wanted to find my older brother... Randy told me he’d seen him in the Yellow Crab tavern...” 
 
      
 
    Takeda spent some time staring into my eyes, then got up silently and walked over to the door. Grasping the handle, he was about to pull it, but stopped himself. 
 
      
 
    “I remember that tavern,” he said, giving a half-turn. “It burned down ten years ago.” 
 
      
 
    And after he said that, he left. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After that came a few days of uncertainty, which I spent locked in a small room with no windows. Unlike the secret chancery cell, it was not damp, and the cot didn’t smell putrid. I was even fed three times a day. 
 
      
 
    I had time to think. The longer I considered it, the more distinctly I understood – I needed to run far from the capital, from kings and orders of every kind. The Steel King’s fiery speech about the bad mages and heroic Fradia didn’t fool me. I was not tempted by the prospect of becoming a bargaining chip in a game played by the powers that be. 
 
      
 
    Grab Mee and run! By the way, I didn’t say a word about the gremlin to the King or captain. All that remained was to hope Gino had done the same. So he wouldn’t lose his personal healer. 
 
      
 
    After we run away, we can find a place in some backwater. Preferably the kind of place where I can earn tablets. We’ll get stronger there and, after a while, we can try our luck looking for my brother again. As soon as I resolved that, I felt more at ease. And on the fifth day of my imprisonment, I was again brought before the King where I finally realized just what a deep pile of shit I’d stepped in... 
 
      
 
    The same dark study with a huge fireplace that didn’t give off even a droplet of warmth. And the same exact actors again as well: the animalistic Captain Takeda, the faceless Magister Sato and the ruler of Fradia himself, his Majesty Egbert the Seventh, aka the Steel King. 
 
      
 
    The King sat at the table with a silver goblet in his hand, a step to his right was the perfectly still captain, while the old mage kept to the shadows nearer the fireplace, as was his wont. 
 
      
 
    I stood on the other side of the table, my hands folded behind my back like a defendant before the verdict is rendered. 
 
      
 
    Despite the bind I was in, I was not panicking. My decision has been made. All that remains is to time it out and try to run. 
 
      
 
    The King circled his hand a few times and raised his goblet to his nose. Then after taking a short sip, he glanced at me. 
 
      
 
    “For several centuries, the Empire has been ruled to large degree by the offspring of commoners. Those who received a magic supply merely on a whim of the goddess Fortuna or the god Random. At first they served kings and emperors but, at a certain point, they themselves realized they could become the rulers. And that was how the order of mages was founded. With its own rules and laws, well-defined hierarchy, treasury and army.” 
 
      
 
    The King took another swallow from his goblet and continued: 
 
      
 
    “Essentially, they created a state within a state. A bit over three hundred years ago, they even tried to become kings. But the nobility wouldn’t accept that. That launched a one-hundred-year war, which just about destroyed the order.” 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Magister Sato shifting from one foot to the other. I wouldn’t be surprised to find out he had participated in those very events. 
 
      
 
    “While the order licked its wounds, the kings enjoyed freedom,” Egbert the Seventh continued. “They even managed to start a few senseless wars. My grandfather, for example, lost the barony of Arundel. Ever heard of it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, your Majesty,” I answered. “It is now orcish land.” 
 
      
 
    “Correct,” the King nodded. “Did you know that the so-called Stone Forest was once part of that barony? Anyway, don’t answer. How could you possibly?” 
 
      
 
    The King waved his left hand carelessly. Then, placing his goblet on the table, he continued: 
 
      
 
    “My grandfather’s advisors spent a long time wracking their brains to try and understand what the orcs wanted with those lands. On its own, Arundel is a poor, totally unremarkable barony. Little more than woodland. And the steppe orcs do not dwell among trees. They do better on open expanses. But you know that.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, your Majesty.” 
 
      
 
    “That barony was so useless and unpopulated that neither my grandfather or father ever even tried to win it back from the orcs. As a matter of fact, the orcs themselves never much visited it either. Or so we thought until you showed up.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Surprised?” the King chuckled. “The answer is on the surface. Do you really not see it?” 
 
      
 
    “The portal and altar?” 
 
      
 
    “Correct,” Egbert the Seventh nodded. “It looks like, with some kind of outside help, the shamans of the orcs found out that the Tree of Spirits in the Stone Forest had reawoken. And given the steppe dwellers were only trying to capture part of the Stone Forest, it’s suspicious they decided to conquer the entire barony.” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like the friendship between the magisters of the order and the shamans of the orcs was born long ago,” Magister Sato decided to enter the conversation. “No surprise then that events of the distant past are repeating now.” 
 
      
 
    “The ignorance and greed of the orcs will turn against them yet!” the King proclaimed with glee. “When otherworldly monsters come flooding out of the Stone Forest onto the steppe – the orcs will have bigger problems than us to worry about!” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered internally. The King’s delight had me frightened. I don’t care about the orcs, but there are after all their thousands of slaves! Initially the portal would close and the beasts that didn’t manage to find a victim for their rebirth would die. But very soon, without crystals, the interval between opening and closing would become greater. And it would stay open longer. Until the Tree of Spirits transformed into a constantly open otherworldly gateway. 
 
      
 
    “Anyhow, to the abyss with orcs!” the Steel King shook his hand angrily. “After the century of war, the magisters of the order learned their lesson. They decided on a strategy of turning the kings against one another and covertly influencing them and their inner circles. As a result – the order of mages rules this continent and our Empire. Fradia is at an impasse. The grand magister of the order has grown the damned nerve to try and break up my daughter’s engagement. And based on the inaction of that sleazy bastard Stephane, your King, the magister will get what he’s after.” 
 
      
 
    Taking a nervous sip from his goblet, the King looked me dead in the eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I can see you do not fully understand why I’m telling you all this!” 
 
      
 
    “Forgive my ignorance, your Majesty,” I bowed my head. “I’m just the son of a miner.” 
 
      
 
    “Forget who you were!” the King roared unexpectedly. “Remember who you are and who you will become!” 
 
      
 
    I felt a tingle run down my spine. Seemingly, our talk was over. Captain Takeda appeared unexpectedly behind me in a sharp burst, put me down on one knee and, pushing down the back of my head, forced me to bow it. 
 
      
 
    “Such is my will!” the fearsome ruler of Fradia decreed. “You are the first person in this world to undergo induction and become a monster hunter in several centuries! A great responsibility has been placed on your shoulders! Time does not wait! Tomorrow you shall depart on a perilous journey to the Dark Continent, where you are destined to revive the order of monster hunters and return it to its former greatness! Do not be afraid! You will be sent with a company of trusted soldiers from my personal guard headed by Captain Takeda himself.” 
 
      
 
    When the King left the study with Magister Sato, the captain easily lifted me to my feet all at once. A cold sweat covered my back. My brain refused to believe what was happening. I don’t want to take part in this madness and I will not do so! I am not duty-bound to obey this King! I am a Tarian! At the end of the day, my King is Stephane the Third! 
 
      
 
    As if overhearing my thoughts, Takeda said with mockery in his voice: 
 
      
 
    “Keep it together. Everything is gonna be fine.” 
 
      
 
    And then, his wide palm placed on my shoulder, he quietly added something that made all the hair on my body stand on end: 
 
      
 
    “And don’t you worry about your little gremlin buddy. He’ll be here awaiting your return.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    WE PICKED a “great” day to depart – all damp and overcast. The sea looked like a wild animal that had just caught scent of approaching prey. It stormed the impregnable rocky coastline with a fury. The cold wind froze the marrow and carried with it an unpleasant saline aroma of rotten seaweed and saltwater. 
 
      
 
    The Shark, a double-masted schooner belonging to the explorers’ guild was positively bustling. Cheerless seamen were loading bags, packs of food and clothing, rolling on wooden barrels of fresh water, hauling bundles of short spears and arrows. 
 
      
 
    I could sense their discontent. They were angry. I only heard snippets, but I gathered that the crew considered setting sail on the eve of the stormy season akin to suicide. They were constantly glaring at Captain Takeda and his two soldiers. I also got my share of the dismay. 
 
      
 
    Watching the hustle and bustle on the schooner, out of the corner of my eye, I was also taking in the captain’s underlings. Their levels – over forty. Rapacious ugly mugs. Good and simultaneously inconspicuous equipment. Their constitutions and habits were very reminiscent of their commander’s. Seems Takeda enjoys the respect of his subordinates. 
 
      
 
    Yesterday the King mentioned a company of soldiers so, when I saw just two of them this morning, I was quite surprised. The captain later explained to me that more soldiers would just mean more unwanted attention. The mages had spies everywhere. 
 
      
 
    Even then, I marveled aloud at the lack of logic in those words. More attention? Wasn’t a captain known to be a particularly close associate of the King a notable enough figure? Takeda was probably under surveillance day and night. To which he calmly answered that his Majesty was personally monitoring that and sending any other commander would have been a huge risk. 
 
      
 
    Takeda’s voice distracted me from the dismal thoughts: 
 
      
 
    “The time has come...” 
 
      
 
    I turned absentmindedly and answered him with a nod. 
 
      
 
    They’d finished loading the Shark. The lifeboats had been raised and tied down. The crew was already on board. The gray-bearded captain of the schooner, his legs splayed wide, was standing on the bow of the vessel. Keeping a watchful eye on his crew, he occasionally issued terse orders. As soon as the anchor was up and the sails raised, the gradually strengthening wind pulled the schooner out to open sea. 
 
      
 
    I glanced sadly at the distant outline of Ironville. It hit me deep down. I was leaving my friend behind. My soul felt heavy and miserable. Running away wouldn’t solve anything now. Only the gods know where Mee is being kept. 
 
      
 
    But there was another thing lurking in my soul, too. The Steel King, without himself suspecting it, had given me an idea. I had to forget who I was. Enough hiding and running! Egbert mentioned an ancient power? Okay then. I guess I should go track it down. Otherwise nobody will ever reckon with me. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The black waves of the Dead Ocean frightened me with their ravening temperament. After ten days underway, I had formed the firm impression of my own helplessness and insignificance. The ocean amazed me with its vast size and power! 
 
      
 
    The wind carried the Shark forward, filling its sails. The icy saline water splashing up from the foamy wave crests seared my face with cold. 
 
      
 
    Strange as it was, the sailors’ mood had changed markedly and for the better. As it turned out, they considered this kind of weather a good omen. And, based on their conversations, we had seemingly avoided a serious storm. The inclement weather had passed us by. 
 
      
 
    I had yet to get used to the constant rocking. I was seasick all the time. It seems I’m not fated to get used to the ocean just yet. 
 
      
 
    I watched the seamen with envy. They didn’t seem to notice the tossing. Takeda and his soldiers either. 
 
      
 
    Every day I grew to hate the fish-and-salt-stinking schooner more and more along with the haughtily grinning seamen, icy wind and black ocean. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to simply close my eyes and lose myself in a long, wakeless dream. I tried not to look at food. The Potions of Satiety were my salvation. This journey had forever killed any desire I might have had to travel on water. 
 
      
 
    In the intervals between my spells of nausea and headache, I thought about how this ocean did not live up to its name. These waters were simply teeming with life. From time to time, I noticed vast schools of huge high-level fish swimming parallel to our ship. The ocean lived a life all its own and changed according to its own laws. 
 
      
 
    I also noticed one important detail – none of the fearsome sea creatures appeared to notice our schooner. I’d have to share my observations with Takeda... 
 
      
 
    By the end of the tenth day, I could make out the outlines of the first little islands on the distant horizon. A few particularly compassionate sailors noticed my suffering and reassured me that we would reach an island soon where I could take a break. To say I was desperately awaiting that meager scrap of dry land would be an understatement. 
 
      
 
    The schooner unhurriedly entered a small bay and the icy wind fell quiet. The gently sloping shore made for an easy landing. As soon as the bottom of the dinghy started to rustle on sand, I jumped out onto dry land first of all and, after a few clumsy steps, collapsed to the ground while the crew looked on laughing. 
 
      
 
    I was still nauseous. My head hurt. It seemed the earth was dropping out from under me. But I was happy! 
 
      
 
    While the sailors unloaded everything we’d need to spend the night, Takeda’s soldiers disappeared into the trees of the nearby woods. I wanted to summon Gorgie so he could also take a walk but, remembering the captain’s admonishments, was wary of showing my animal to strangers. 
 
      
 
    The sailors looked very comfortable walking around the island, which I took to mean they frequently used it to stop and refill their fresh water. 
 
      
 
    The scouts came back a few minutes later and told us about an unfortunate discovery. A hundred yards from shore, they had found several human skeletons. 
 
      
 
    “The bones are not scattered,” reported Rob, one of Takeda’s soldiers. “That means there are no large animals here.” 
 
      
 
    “Based on what’s left of their clothing, they were stripped before being killed,” Art wedged in. “It was a long time ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Well?” Takeda asked the schooner captain standing next to him. “Any ideas?” 
 
      
 
    He stroked his gray beard, shook his head and said: 
 
      
 
    “What ideas could I have? We’re on one of the hundreds of islands in the Dead Ocean. There is no rule of law here. It could have been anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “How did they die?” Takeda turned to the scouts. 
 
      
 
    “Their heads were all bashed in,” Art answered. “Two of them have fractured limbs. And the fifth has no skull at all.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Takeda muttered. “Anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” Rob confirmed. “Island’s empty.” 
 
      
 
    Takeda turned to the captain and said: 
 
      
 
    “Then let’s get set up to spend the night and keep our heads on a swivel.” 
 
      
 
    To my great fortune, the night passed calmly and, once morning of the next day arrived, we got back underway. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The last two weeks of our voyage weren’t as challenging as the previous ones. Not because the wind had gone down or the waves for that matter. No. The elements still showed no mercy. It’s just that we had started coming across more and more islands and, sometimes, we landed on them to spend the night and rest. I think that’s exactly what saved me from vomiting up my own guts once and for all. 
 
      
 
    The farther we went, the more dangerous the sea creatures looked. By the way, I found out why they weren’t noticing our schooner. They simply couldn’t see it. Takeda explained to me that the captain had a powerful amulet that hid our ship from sea monsters. Only then did I realize the true value of this vessel and its captain. I could only imagine how much he charged for this little “joyride.” 
 
      
 
    A shout of glee from one of the sailors pulled me out of my thoughts: 
 
      
 
    “Land ho! Land ho!” 
 
      
 
    Shaking with excitement, I jumped over to the railing. Right in our path, I could make out the contours of a coastline through humid gray haze. Over the course of the trip, I had grown so accustomed to the monotonous seascapes that the appearance of a dark strip of land on the horizon came as an unexpected surprise. The people latched into the side of the ship and craned their necks, trying to catch a glimpse of the distant shore. 
 
      
 
    Much to my own surprise, I started laughing nervously. 
 
      
 
    “What are you so happy about?” Takeda asked, standing next to me. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard so many scary stories about these lands!” I answered. “So many legends and tall tales. And there it is – the Dark Continent! The very concentration of evil and darkness! But I never thought the goddess Fortuna would bring me to this gods-forsaken place.” 
 
      
 
    The captain just snickered indistinctly in response. 
 
      
 
    “Although, if I think back on the last six months of my life, it’s only logical I would have ended up here.” 
 
      
 
    Now that for some reason amused Takeda. He laughed his fill and, slapping me on the shoulder, said: 
 
      
 
    “Following that logic, I’m afraid to even imagine where you’ll be taken next!” 
 
      
 
    After the captain finished laughing, I asked: 
 
      
 
    “Where exactly are we?” 
 
      
 
    Takeda, in an elevated mood, started to explain: 
 
      
 
    “This is the west coast of the Dark Continent. It’s the most untamed, and so the safest for us. Due to your low characteristics, from this distance you cannot yet see it, but there is a narrow isthmus just over there. It is at the mouth of the river Morta, which flows out of Narrow Lake. They say the foxfolk dwell on the shores of that lake.” 
 
      
 
    Hearing about the clever ghost’s kin made me frown. Takeda, knowing my relationship with foxfolk, chuckled understandingly. 
 
      
 
    “And what’s there?” I asked, pointing east. 
 
      
 
    “The eastern bank of that river is the starting point for a forest known as the Bonewood. And to its west is the Plain of the Three Winds. At one time, the entire west coast was settled by humans. At the very least, so the legends say.” 
 
      
 
    “So what is there now?” 
 
      
 
    “Wild, unpeopled places inhabited by dark creatures. The favored haunts of the explorers, as a matter of fact. That is precisely where those foolhardy desperados risk their lives in search of ancient artifacts.” 
 
      
 
    “And where are we headed?” 
 
      
 
    I ask the same question for the umpteenth time. And every time it remains unanswered. 
 
      
 
    And this time was no different. Takeda evasively stated: 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you worry, you’ll find out soon enough. Although I can tell you now, actually.” 
 
      
 
    I perked up my ears right away. 
 
      
 
    “In accordance with the plan,” the captain said. “The four of us will take one of the dinghies up the river Morta to the main village of the explorers. And from there...” 
 
      
 
    He fell silent for a moment. He looked around, considered it and, a second later, said: 
 
      
 
    “You know, Eric, how about we talk about that after we leave the ship. I promise I’ll tell you everything. But for now, there’s an important matter that needs attending.” 
 
      
 
    After he said that, Takeda turned and headed toward the captain of the Shark. He was standing on the bridge and snapping out orders to the sailors, who were scurrying all around. 
 
      
 
    The schooner was racing toward the shore with a happy air, as if skipping from the top of one wave to the next. The crew was preparing to make land. Empty fresh-water barrels were being rolled over to the sides. Oblong cases holding tents followed them, then boxes of tools and weaponry. Based on the quickly growing pile, the crew of the Shark was planning to stay on shore until the end of the stormy season. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, the schooner reached the isthmus and entered a small bay. The captain ordered the crew to drop anchor and start lowering the dinghies. 
 
      
 
    And that was right when it all happened... 
 
      
 
    Takeda, standing next to the ship captain and calmly talking with him about something, suddenly struck out with his right hand. At first, I couldn’t tell what I’d seen. As a matter of fact, the hand movement was so lightning fast that, if I hadn’t been looking at Takeda’s shoulder, I would have missed it completely. 
 
      
 
    The gray-bearded captain of the Shark had seemingly not noticed a thing. Furthermore, a moment later, he was behaving very strangely. His legs started to buckle. His head tilted to the side. If not for Takeda holding him up by the elbows, the captain would have fallen overboard. 
 
      
 
    I bolted off to help but froze in place. A crimson spot was spreading across the gray-bearded captain’s wide chest from the heart area. His lifeless eyes rolled back. His head and arms hung limp. 
 
      
 
    A muted cry of pain to the right snapped me out of it. I turned around sharply. It was one of the sailors. He was clumsily clutching his chest, as the bloodied tip of a sword poked out of it. Behind him was Rob, and I saw nothing but cold composure in his predatorily squinting eyes. Then he disappeared into thin air and, from somewhere to my left, I heard more cries of pain from unsuspecting sailors. 
 
      
 
    Captain Takeda and his soldiers acted with lightning speed and extreme cruelty. I was shocked by the swiftness and coordination. The sailors didn’t stand a single chance against warriors such as them. Seemingly, they didn’t even realize they were being killed. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, it was all over. The crew of the Shark ceased to exist. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE WHOLE TIME Takeda and his warriors searched the schooner, then every corpse on it, I was watching their every move. I felt like a mute audience member having snuck behind the curtains of a gore theater. 
 
      
 
    I was so shaken up by the recent tragedy that I couldn’t squeeze out a single word. Just a few minutes prior, all these people were overjoyed and celebrating the fact the ocean had taken mercy on us. Risking their lives, they’d left their families, obeying an order from their ruler and set off on a perilous voyage during the height of the stormy season. And they’d survived! 
 
      
 
    My wandering gaze paused on the slim figure of Timmy, a seventeen-year-old boy who’d spent four years plying the seas on the Shark as a cabin boy. He was planning to sign on as a sailor next year. He’d helped me most of all on this trip. He used to tell me captivating tales about the ocean. 
 
      
 
    The kid was lying face down like a lifeless doll, his thin arms splayed out helplessly to the side. A spot of reddish blood was spreading around his head. I shuddered, remembering the cabin boy’s tales of his youngest sister, who awaited his return impatiently after every voyage. He always brought her exotic items from the distant lands he visited. This time, he was planning to bring her a shell from the coast of the Dark Continent. The boy rolled his eyes back dreamily when he imagined the way his Lina would jump for joy. She always told him how her friends looked stunned and practically started foaming at the mouth. 
 
      
 
    I realized the dreadful truth with excruciating clarity – Timmy won’t be going back home to his little sister, won’t be giving her a shell, and won’t be squeezing her tight ever again. 
 
      
 
    While Rob and Art loaded a rotund dinghy full of bags of supplies in a business-like manner, Takeda went down into the hold. He was gone a few minutes and, when he came back, he issued a brusque command: 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get out of here!” 
 
      
 
    Art and Rob sat at the oars and Takeda stood behind them, staring into the rapidly approaching shoreline. I sat at the bow of the boat and sulkily watched the Shark go down in the distance. As if swallowed up by a giant monster, it gradually sunk beneath the waves. By the way, speaking of monsters. Something indescribable was happening around the sinking ship. Beasts of every shape and size were just feasting. The sailors’ bodies were being torn to pieces. The bloody crimson water was positively teeming, attracting all kinds of new monsters. And based on the way nobody noticed us, I came to the simple conclusion that Takeda had taken the schooner captain’s amulet. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” I asked with a dry throat. 
 
      
 
    It was the first sound I made since the dinghy had been lowered into the water. 
 
      
 
    “Why what?” he finally deigned to answer. 
 
      
 
    “Why’d you kill them?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you really not understand?” he chuckled. 
 
      
 
    His tone was driving me berserk but, with undreamt-of force of will, I held back and as calmly as possible said: 
 
      
 
    “Would you like me to say what I do understand?” 
 
      
 
    My familiar tone made the captain lower his head and look me in the eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Go on,” he called back in a steely voice. “We’d love to hear it.” 
 
      
 
    The rowers continued working the oars, not reacting to our conversation one bit. But I knew – they could hear everything clearly. 
 
      
 
    “You three are cold-blooded killers, who betrayed your countrymen and their families.” 
 
      
 
    The captain snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Little pup’s showing his teeth.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be sure to tell the King of your crime!” 
 
      
 
    Much to my surprise, all three of them found my threat hilarious. I looked at the captain’s face, stunned and it suddenly dawned on me. 
 
      
 
    “I can tell by your face that it’s finally reached you,” Takeda bared his teeth ravenously. 
 
      
 
    “He knew you were going to do that?” 
 
      
 
    Art snickered and Rob shook his head. I couldn’t see their faces, but I knew they were laughing at me. 
 
      
 
    “It appears I’ve overestimated your mental capacity,” Takeda said. 
 
      
 
    It came to me suddenly, not like a thought or guess, but as a full and bitter certainty. 
 
      
 
    “The King ordered it,” I whispered quietly under my breath. 
 
      
 
    I immediately thought about Mee and Maya. My worries must have been written on my face, because Takeda said reassuringly: 
 
      
 
    “As long as you do exactly as you’re told, nothing will happen to your friends. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded glumly. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a good boy. And now cut the sobbing so I can tell you our plan of action. You did want to hear his Majesty’s plan after all, so listen up!” 
 
      
 
    And the captain started to speak. The longer I listened, the clearer my understanding became that the great Steel King was no different from the scumbag bastard Chi. They both equally pursued their own goals with zero regard for human life. Honestly, Master Chi was more honest than the King. At the very least he didn’t try to justify his despicable murders using some ephemeral concept like state interest. 
 
      
 
    “His Majesty has tasked us with an important mission!” Takeda said confidently. “It will define whether Fradia shall be a free country or just another cog in the machine!” 
 
      
 
    Based on his burning eyes and the firmness of his voice, Takeda really did sincerely believe what he was saying. 
 
      
 
    “We’re beset by enemies on all sides!” he continued. “They’re just waiting for us to slip up! The lives of a couple sailors mean nothing in comparison with the overall well-being of my country! If you want to know one of the reasons they died – it’s you.” 
 
      
 
    “Me?!” I stared dumbfounded at the captain. 
 
      
 
    “Imagine for a moment that you were one of those sailors,” Takeda suggested. “A last-minute voyage to the Dark Continent, and in the stormy season on top of that. The captain and two lieutenants of the steel scouts are accompanying some nulled boy. I’m sure after our return, half the crew would race off to sell this information to the spies of every stripe that range in the capital.” 
 
      
 
    “If you think that’s gonna work on me, you’re deeply mistaken,” I answered angrily. “As a matter of fact, I’ve been blamed for things I didn’t do before. You cut down those poor people in cold blood! Their deaths are on your conscience! And the conscience of your King!” 
 
      
 
    Takeda took a lightning-fast step forward and loomed over me menacingly. 
 
      
 
    “One more word, pup,” he whispered. “And you’ll regret it. If not for the important mission, you’d be fish food on the bottom of this river already.” 
 
      
 
    I had to strain to bear his gaze, but I managed. 
 
      
 
    “What is this mission you keep droning on about?” 
 
      
 
    “Our goal is to revive the order of monster hunters!” 
 
      
 
    “Hm... I’ve heard that from your King already,” I waved it off. “And just how are you planning to do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Have you really not figured it out yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Guess what? No.” 
 
      
 
    “You are to become a magister of your order,” Takeda said calmly, keeping a watchful eye on the shore... 
 
      
 
    At the mouth of the river, fresh water mixed with the salt, giving it a cloudy gray color. And all that dirty gray mass was absolutely fervent, raising all manner of detritus and sand from the bottom. 
 
      
 
    At first, I thought we wouldn’t make it past the mouth, but with some effort our dinghy overcame the obstacle. The rowers won that match. After a bit more resistance, the river finally allowed our little boat to reach the part of its course where its flow diminished significantly. 
 
      
 
    The Morta was quite a wide and fairly turbulent river. The inexhaustible rowers constantly had to struggle against the current. 
 
      
 
    To avoid unexpected mishaps, they decided to stick to the middle of the river. That way we both wouldn’t run aground and couldn’t be reached from the shore. 
 
      
 
    After the dark blue transparent ocean water, this river water looked cloudy and swampy. My nerves were stretched to their limit. I felt like someone was constantly watching me from the depths. 
 
      
 
    The western and eastern shores were extremely dissimilar. The vegetation of the so-called Bonewood was so dense that it seemed the trees and bushes were trying to swallow the river up. The western edge then was the beginning of a plain with its typical landscapes. 
 
      
 
    To the measured splashing of the oars, I thought over everything the captain had told me. In summation – I was here to increase my reputation with the order and be promoted to magister. As it turned out, after becoming magister, I could perform induction ceremonies for new hunters. And basically, Takeda, Rob and Art were to be my first inductees. That was only if we could pull off the plan. But seemingly, the King and his advisors had left nothing to chance. According to the plan, we were going to the explorer village now, and it would serve as our temporary camp. For the next few months, we would have to use ancient maps to search for the symbol of the hunters. Beyond that, to increase my reputation, we would have to take down a huge number of dark beasts. 
 
      
 
    “Look how overgrown it is,” Art said to Rob, nodding at the thick tree branches hanging low over the water. “And this is just the beginning of spring. Imagine what it’s like here in the summer.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s to imagine?” Rob muttered. ”It looks like we’re here for the long haul. We’ll see it ourselves soon enough. If we don’t get eaten by some dark beast first.” 
 
      
 
    “Time will tell,” Art chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “I have the feeling that we’re being watched from that glade over there,” Rob continued to mutter, frowning. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Takeda cut into the conversation. “I started to feel like we were being watched back when we entered the river. There has to be something over there. And whatever or whoever it is seems to be sizing us up. It doesn’t know whether to jump or not. It’s being cautious.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t sense Darkness,” I told them. 
 
      
 
    “We’re far from shore,” the captain explained. 
 
      
 
    Rob shrugged his shoulders nervously. 
 
      
 
    “It’s burning a hole in my back,” he grunted. 
 
      
 
    “That’s because you’re the biggest one, which means you’ll make the tastiest morsel,” Art laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, screw you!” 
 
      
 
    “No matter, it’ll all be over soon,” the captain said reassuringly and patted Rob on his broad shoulder. ”Over there, past that cape, the river gets wider. And from there the village is an arm’s reach away.” 
 
      
 
    Rob looked where Takeda pointed and fell on his oar with redoubled effort. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the broad backs of our rowers and understood those two were probably in seventh heaven. For a someone that had chosen the path of a soldier, a mission such as this was a gift. My brother was probably exactly like them. 
 
      
 
    But as for me... After Takeda told me the plan, I decided to lay low and not go looking for any more trouble. Arguing with the captain never gets you anywhere. The King wants to use me for his own purposes? Let him. But what’s to stop me from using that to my own benefit? These three high-level soldiers can help me find loot! I was given a clear indication that anything I get is mine. Of course, I wasn’t feeding any illusions. As soon as Takeda becomes a hunter, they’ll probably try to get rid of me. But when that time comes – I’ll be ready... 
 
      
 
    Takeda jumped first onto the gently sloping shore. After taking a look around, he turned to me and said: 
 
      
 
    “You may release your beast. There’s no one around to stop you now.” 
 
      
 
    Jumping out of the ship, I activated the summoning amulet. 
 
      
 
    When Gorgie appeared, the warriors greeted him with gasps of delight. The harn though, sensing my mood, bared his teeth and bristled up his fur. I had been periodically letting him out for the whole ship ride when nobody was around. To feed him potions and share my grievances. And yet again, I thanked the gods for sending me this great friend. As always, Gorgie shared his confidence and animal charisma with me. 
 
      
 
    “Take a look around,” I said mentally. “Be careful. Don’t pay these guys any mind. For now...” 
 
      
 
    The harn gave an understanding growl and, hitting the royal scouts with a predatory gaze, started doing as I ordered. Looking closely and shifting his triangular ears, he walked around the wild beach with its sparse grass and hid in some nearby vegetation. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the scouts dragged the dinghy up onto dry land and started unloading some supplies. Not even a half an hour later, Gorgie came back and reported that there were no enemies nearby. 
 
      
 
    While he was gone, the warriors managed to hide the boat in some thick bushes and prepare our rucksacks. From there, our path led deep into the western shore... 
 
      
 
    It was growing dusky. The sun was lazily setting behind the thick trees, slowly ceding position to night. 
 
      
 
    We were lying on a small mound amidst wet grass and closely watching what was happening in the explorer village. Before going in, Takeda decided we should scope things out. 
 
      
 
    “What do you see?” he asked me quietly. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie had warned me earlier: something was not right with the village. And now I was trying to figure out what it was exactly. 
 
      
 
    “A high palisade wall,” I started. “Fresh. The masters of this city clearly see to its defense.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the only way to survive out here,” the captain nodded. “Next.” 
 
      
 
    “A few dozen structures,” I continued. “The homes are top-quality. They stand close to one another.” 
 
      
 
    “Easier to defend that way. What else?” 
 
      
 
    “I see people. Men and women. They’re all going about their business. Calm. There’s a couple there next to the well laughing. Peace and quiet. But on a deeper level there is something unsettling. Gorgie doesn’t like it here either.” 
 
      
 
    “There you go,” the captain grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Well what do you see?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Takeda slowly rubbed the back of his head. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the thing – nothing,” he grumbled. “I don’t see a single familiar face nor any smoke from the chimneys, nor a single dog or cat. I can’t see or hear any livestock. It’s like a ghost town.” 
 
      
 
    Hey, that’s true! I looked at the village with a fresh pair of eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Nobody is tending the gardens,” I said thoughtfully, earning an approving nod from the captain. “And look at how it’s all overgrown around the houses. Based on the untouched land next to the gates – they haven’t been closed in a long time. And the people – their behavior is somehow blunted. Even though they’re bustling around. It’s like they aren’t all there.” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like the real villagers have been dead a long time,” Art said what everyone was thinking. 
 
      
 
    “All that remains is to figure out what we’re dealing with,” Rob said. 
 
      
 
    “Ghouls? Voords?” Art started enumerating. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Takeda shook his head. “Neither of them could imitate humans so faithfully. Yeah and they don’t much appreciate sunlight.” 
 
      
 
    “I think I know what they are,” I said. “Blackbloods.” 
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    “NOW WE’RE GETTING closer to the truth,” Takeda nodded. “Some real lowlifes.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s just one thing I can’t understand,” I said, stroking the back of my head. “If the real villagers are already dead, why are the blackbloods still here? And imitating people...?” 
 
      
 
    The captain waved it off. 
 
      
 
    “Now that is actually easy to understand.” 
 
      
 
    Art and Rob supported him with simultaneous nodding. Do they know something I don’t know? 
 
      
 
    As if overhearing my thoughts, Takeda explained: 
 
      
 
    “They’re hunting. It’s an ambush tactic. They obviously haven’t eaten everyone yet. They’re waiting for the rest of the explorer groups to return.” 
 
      
 
    “You can tell right away they are stupid brutes,” Art observed. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean why? Even you could guess something foul is afoot, though it did take some hints. What about seasoned explorers? Some of them are such old hands – they’re practically animals! They can smell a trap from miles away. Half a lifetime on the Dark Continent is no joke.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t flatter yourself too much,” the captain rapped his knuckles. “Stupid or not, they took the village. And your seasoned old-hand explorers seemingly got eaten and couldn’t thwart them.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, what next?” I asked. “Where do we go?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Takeda asked in surprise while Rob and Art chuckled rapaciously. “Into the village, of course.” 
 
      
 
    I lost my wits and stared at them. 
 
      
 
    “Do you really think some two dozen blackbloods can scare us away from our intended destination?” Takeda chuckled and added: “This isn’t the last time we’ll need this village. Art, you go right, and Rob left. I’ll wait here for your report. And keep it quiet...” 
 
      
 
    The soldiers dashed off silently like a pair of hounds and disappeared into the twilight. The whole time they were gone, I was holding my breath as I watched the village and the behavior of the false humans. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t stare at them,” the captain warned me and placed a wide palm on the top of my head. “They’ll sense it. Then you’ll have to run after them.” 
 
      
 
    Under the pressure of his hand, I fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “If you’re gonna look, keep it cursory,” the captain quietly explained. “Don’t look at any one of them too long.” 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later our scouts were back. 
 
      
 
    “It’s definitely blackbloods,” Art confirmed my guess out of hand. “A few of them cannot hold the transformation for long. They’re hiding in the barns while the ability resets. I counted eighteen heads in total.” 
 
      
 
    The captain turned to Rob. 
 
      
 
    “Eighteen,” he confirmed. “The highest level is twenty-three. It’s actually strange such little guys were able to take this village...” 
 
      
 
    “All the explorer groups must have gone out on expedition,” the captain said. “Only the weakest stayed back at base. They were relying on their security webbing. And they got what they had coming.” 
 
      
 
    Takeda considered it for a moment, looked at the sky for some reason and said: 
 
      
 
    “We’ll attack from three directions. I’ll approach the central gates and distract them. Art and Rob – you take the flanks. If there’s any way, do not kill them. We have someone else to do that.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir captain, what about me?” They’d hardly have forgotten about me, but I had to ask. 
 
      
 
    “You stay here and await my signal,” Takeda answered and added: “Keep your beast here as well. They might sniff him out before we’re set up. That’s all! Let’s get started!” 
 
      
 
    The captain waited for Rob and Art to get in position and stood to his full height. Then in an unhurried pace, making no effort to hide, he headed toward the main gates. 
 
      
 
    It was like he became a different person before my very eyes. No, it was not some illusion or magic trick. It was the same old Takeda, just very weary, limping a bit and hunched over beneath an overloaded sack. He walked with his head down and dragging his feet. 
 
      
 
    The “people” came straight to life when they noticed the lone figure on the road. They reminded me of a school of fish simultaneously making a beeline for some bread thrown into the water. The couple at the well stopped smiling. The middle-aged woman easily, almost playfully, jumped over the fence next to “her” house. A broad-shouldered man, until then sitting carelessly on a bench next to the fence suddenly jerked his face upward and sniffed the air like an animal. 
 
      
 
    Although a minute ago I still had some miniscule doubts, they’d all just dispersed without a trace. 
 
      
 
    The village instantly came to life and started moving. The beasts forgot about camouflage and just raced toward the gates. 
 
      
 
    I forgot how to breathe. They’re about to all dogpile the captain and tear him to shreds. I wanted to get up and run over to help him, but then Rob and Art came on the scene. 
 
      
 
    They appeared from different sides right behind the brutes’ backs. The steel scouts moved with such blinding speed that their silhouettes looked blurry. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile the captain “hobbled” up to the gates and stopped. From the top of the mound, I had a great view of the upcoming showdown. The eighteen unsuspecting blackbloods had suddenly been turned from predators to prey. 
 
      
 
    Taking advantage of the fact that the beasts had yet to sniff out the enemies behind them, Takeda threw the bag of provisions aside, pulled his curved blade from its scabbard. 
 
      
 
    The stranger’s surprising pep gave the blackblood coming his way a real fright. Strange as it was, the first swing of Takeda’s blade served as a signal to attack for both his soldiers and the enemy. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, all their snarling voices raised up over the explorer village and blended together. The blackbloods ran on the attack. Then another instant later, the snarling was joined by cries of pain, the crunching of hewn flesh and wails of disappointment. 
 
      
 
    From the distance, it looked like a hectic snarling ball of dust and dozens of appendages. But bit by bit, the bodies of vanquished blackbloods started to fall out of the ball. 
 
      
 
    Honestly, a few of them were still twitching on the ground. There one of them is crawling somewhere, dragging the bloodied innards from his cloven stomach behind him. And there, based on the clothes, is that “woman” who’d so agilely hopped over the fence. She’s trying to stand up, but it just isn’t working. One of the scouts had cut her legs off at the knee. 
 
      
 
    The blackbloods’ ranks were quickly thinning out. At first, they didn’t notice in the heat of battle, but soon enough the remaining survivors finally realized – their three opponents are not only not wounded, they aren’t even tired. 
 
      
 
    At that very moment, the self-preservation instinct kicked in for the two blackbloods still on their feet. Seemingly, their feelings of hunger and rage had been defeated – they were trying to run. But it was too late. They were not killed. Simply stunned. 
 
      
 
    By the way, it was the same two that were sweet-talking at the well just a few minutes before. They lasted longest of all in combat. 
 
      
 
    I saw the captain wiping his blade on the clothes of one of the corpses and saying something to his soldiers. They got straight to carrying out his order. Cords appeared in their hands, which they used to deftly tie up all the still living blackbloods. 
 
      
 
    Finally, Takeda turned toward me and waved a hand invitingly. 
 
      
 
    I quickly hopped to my feet and started coming. I was shivering pretty hard from all the excitement. Gorgie was walking next to me, never more than a step away. 
 
      
 
    When I got closer to the gates, my mouth immediately filled with bitter saliva. Now I can sense darkness. 
 
      
 
    “Move your butt!” Takeda snapped at me. “They aren’t long for this world!” 
 
      
 
    Dragonfly appeared in my shivering hand. Rob glanced at my knife, shook his head and turned to the commander: 
 
      
 
    “Captain! He’s gonna be poking around ‘til tomorrow morning with that hunk of steel!” 
 
      
 
    “No matter!” Takeda called back. “His beast has to improve as well. Together they’ll manage.” 
 
      
 
    I walked past the corpses on stiff legs. Shen’s countrymen were only reminiscent of people in that they had the same number of appendages. Their animal snouts are somehow reminiscent of a bat and snake at the same time. Their wide mouths are packed full of needle-like teeth. Triangular ears. Wide flat noses. Haphazardly stuffed into human clothing. I’m actually surprised. How could I ever have compared them to people? And they’re as different from Shen as a pitiful stray mutt is from a purebred hound. Master Chi’s servant was always a dapper dresser. If only I didn’t know what he really was, I’d have thought I was dealing with an aristocrat. 
 
      
 
    “These six here,” Art nodded at group of six lying apart. “Hurry.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t feel any compassion for the beasts. The clothes they were wearing must have belonged to villagers they slayed. 
 
      
 
    After poking my knife into each of their necks, I walked aside and gave a wave to Gorgie. A second later, the system told me I’d defeated six blackbloods ranging in level from nineteen to twenty-one. 
 
      
 
    Wiping Dragonfly down with a sticky blood-soaked rag, I winced as I read the last notification. 
 
      
 
    — You have killed Blackblood (21). 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (4200). 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (10). 
 
      
 
    — Monster Hunter Token (30). 
 
      
 
    ― Large Orb of Darkness (2). 
 
      
 
    Almost twenty thousand esses, sixteen silver tablets, almost two hundred tokens and a dozen large orbs. Plus Gorgie got stronger. And all that with no effort on my part at all. 
 
      
 
    I noticed Takeda looking searchingly and attentively at me. Our gazes met. It was like the captain was looking through me. He understands that, by making me stronger, he is also making his job harder in the future. But in my turn, I got to see what the steel scouts could do. Or rather I caught a small glimpse. I could probably expect even bigger surprises in the future. 
 
      
 
    I also suddenly realized something: we were sizing one another up like future rivals. I no longer had any doubt – the Steel King had sentenced me to death in absentia. So that means while I’m still alive – Mee will be too. I cursed myself a thousand times for pulling him into all this crap! 
 
      
 
    “Did your reputation come up at all?” Takeda asked. 
 
      
 
    I was about to answer but wasn’t fast enough. My mouth unexpectedly filled with bitter saliva and a nasty taste of rot. I turned my head like a madman but couldn’t see a thing. 
 
      
 
    “What?!” the captain asked in surprise, knocked off course by my behavior. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like we didn’t kill all of them...” I said and threw a muckwalker shield over myself. 
 
      
 
    The captain gave a short whistle to warn the others. Rob and Art sharply drew their swords and started looking around. 
 
      
 
    The five of us were standing tensely and listening to the silence around us. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught glances of bafflement from my companions aimed at me. Neither they nor Gorgie could sense anything. 
 
      
 
    It happened just when I started to think I was mistaken... 
 
      
 
    “Well, well, well!” I heard a sing-song woman’s voice from somewhere up above. “Who’s come to pay us a visit now?” 
 
      
 
    We raised our heads simultaneously. A woman was standing on the roof of one of the buildings, legs splayed wide and arms crossed authoritatively on her chest. 
 
      
 
    Takeda and his soldiers fanned out right away and without a word. The stranger surprisingly didn’t react to that at all. 
 
      
 
    I took a closer look. Medium height. Lithe figure. Dressed like a huntress or scout. I can’t see the face under her deep hood. Her level put me in a daze! Sixty-two! 
 
      
 
    “I see you’ve slain my children!” she continued, calm as if nothing had happened. 
 
      
 
    “They were misbehaving!” Takeda decided to jump in. 
 
      
 
    “Well, now. That I understand!” the stranger nodded and asked: “You’re not from around here, are you?” 
 
      
 
    She raised her head and took a noisy breath in through her nose. 
 
      
 
    “You still smell of the sea. But you’re probably from the continent. Explorers smell different. Like sweat, blood and the dust of their beloved ancient tombs. How do you intend to pay for murdering my children?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what do you want?” Takeda asked, wagging his blade lazily. 
 
      
 
    The stranger, resting her unseen chin on a hand, was pretending to think. 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t so easy to make up your mind on the spot,” she said with a shrug of the shoulders. “Could you perhaps give me the boy?” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want with him?” the captain kept up the game. 
 
      
 
    “He’s kinda weird,” she said pensively. “I can sense a threat in him.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t see her eyes, but I was certain – she was staring straight at me. It was like I could feel her hunger and thirst for blood in my skin. 
 
      
 
    “Well he’s just a normal lad,” the captain laughed. “Have you seen his level yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Now that is weird,” she muttered thoughtfully. “You must have had a reason to drag a level-zero kid way out here, right? Although... This is pretty stupid chitchat! You’ll tell me everything right now! Freeze!” 
 
      
 
    — Attention! You have been subjected to mental magic! 
 
      
 
    ― You have been dealt 1500 damage (blocked by Shield of Will)! 
 
      
 
    One of my mana crystals discharged fifteen hundred points in a flash. 
 
      
 
    “Now this is getting interesting,” the stranger said in surprise. 
 
      
 
    Her predatory voice was coming from no more than ten paces away. I started looking around in fear. When my gaze landed on the captain, I felt a cold sweat cover my back. Takeda was standing still as a stone statue, as were his soldiers. 
 
      
 
    Instantly realizing what happened, I took a rushed step backward. Time to run! As far as I can get from this cursed place! 
 
      
 
    I’d already turned around, fully determined to make a run for it when I suddenly saw Gorgie also frozen in place... 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    NO, NO, NO! I raced toward my friend. He was standing with his paws splayed wide as if he was just about to bolt. Muscles tense. Raspy breathing surging from his mouth. I saw fear in his yellow animal eyes for the first time. 
 
      
 
    Fitfully grasping for the amulet, I tried to recall my harn. But nothing happened. As if mocking me, the System informed me the action was unavailable. A groan of desperation tore itself from my throat. 
 
      
 
    “So is this little beasty yours?” the stranger’s voice rang out from behind the harn. “He’s mine now.” 
 
      
 
    I jerked sharply and summoned the Ysh spirit. The transparent serpentine body suddenly wrapped around me, warding off possible attacks. 
 
      
 
    “Look at you! Just getting more and more interesting!” the stranger exclaimed happily. 
 
      
 
    Now she was standing to Gorgie’s right with her thin pale hand on his neck. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be naughty,” she warned and asked: “Who’s the commander?” 
 
      
 
    Tensely following her every move, I jerked my head in Takeda’s direction. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Isamu Takeda,” he answered with a colorless voice. “Captain of the personal guard for his Majesty Egbert the Seventh, ruler of Fradia.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” she said in surprise. “The Steel King’s curs! Your ilk hasn’t come around here in quite some time! Who is the boy?” 
 
      
 
    “The last member of the dead order,” the captain answered obediently, without a shade of emotion and looking straight forward. 
 
      
 
    The stranger turned my way at once. Her head tilted to the side. 
 
      
 
    “A living hunter?” she hissed. “Curious! My sisters are gonna like to hear that! And just what are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    “Carrying out an order from his Majesty,” the captain answered vaguely. Seems he’s trying to resist. 
 
      
 
    “Now don’t wheedle, captain!” she menaced with a finger. “What order are you carrying out? Speak! And in greater detail!” 
 
      
 
    “His Majesty ordered us to revive the order of monster hunters,” Takeda said obediently again. “The boy is to become a magister and induct the three of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Now there’s a twist!” the stranger exclaimed. “What’s gotten into your King to make him dream of reviving an ancient enemy of his great granddaddy?” 
 
      
 
    While the woman extracted information from the captain, I was feverishly thinking over what to do next. I was scrolling through every spell in my head, ready to activate them all at once just to save Gorgie at least! 
 
      
 
    “Why does he want that?” she asked directly. 
 
      
 
    “The order of mages has amassed power,” the captain answered shortly. “His Majesty needs a counterweight.” 
 
      
 
    “Smart,” the woman nodded and turned to me: “Enough said about the King, but you’re helping an enemy. What’s in it for you?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think I had a choice?” I snapped, shifting from one foot to the other in indecision. 
 
      
 
    She tilted her head to the side again and asked thoughtfully: 
 
      
 
    “It can’t be mind control. So, is it blackmail?” 
 
      
 
    She patted the harn on his scaled back pointedly and threw back her hood. 
 
      
 
    A pale predatory face, yellow crossed eyes with vertical slits like a snake’s. Black hair gathered into a taut ponytail. Elongated ears with sharp tips. Half beast, half human. 
 
      
 
    “Do they have someone close to you?” she asked, and I noticed two sharp fangs on both her lower and upper jaws. “I can see by your eyes that I’m right. Hey, captain! Are they even still alive?” 
 
      
 
    “They are,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    “And when were you planning to bump them off?” She asked and, as if mocking, winked at me. 
 
      
 
    “After I report to his Majesty that the mission has been completed,” Takeda answered with calm deliberation. 
 
      
 
    The snake-eyed woman clicked her tongue in dismay. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, captain, enough with the ‘his majesty.’ He is no longer your King. I am your liege lady now! Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, milady,” Takeda answered obediently. He now reminded me of Shen. 
 
      
 
    The stranger’s thin lips stretched out into a predatory smile that made a chill run down my spine. 
 
      
 
    “Good boy! I’ve heard a lot from you already, but there’s still one thing I just can’t work out. Why the Bug have you come this far? Is there really not a single open portal left on your continent? Lad, what do you say?” 
 
      
 
    To be frank, despite the tense situation, I also wanted to know the answer. So I replied: 
 
      
 
    “There is one in the Stone Forest, next to the Wastes. Very soon it will cease closing and...” 
 
      
 
    “Become a Gateway,” she finished for me and, smiling, asked Takeda: “So captain, do you understand what that means? That is exactly the same way this continent was lost to your kind. Why hasn’t your little King sent all his forces and warbands out to close that portal?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lady,” the captain answered. “I understand. That portal is located on orcish land. It is far from our Kingdom.” 
 
      
 
    “Wheedling again?” the yellow-eyed woman hissed menacingly. “Answer straight!” 
 
      
 
    “The orcs have invaded Fradia. The King thinks having an open portal behind their backlines will turn the Horde back. Soon the orcs will have bigger concerns than our lands.” 
 
      
 
    The stranger burst into happy laughter. 
 
      
 
    “Your King is a dunderhead! As soon as that portal becomes a Gateway, everyone on your continent will be as good as dead! But you haven’t answered my main question. Why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    “We are to make him a magister of the order,” the captain repeated. 
 
      
 
    “Answer straight!” the stranger barked out, her face instantly transforming into the horrible mask of a blackblood. 
 
      
 
    “We are here to search for the Tomb of the Founder.” 
 
      
 
    I was getting the impression that the captain was struggling against every single word. 
 
      
 
    “But how?!” the yellow-eyed woman exclaimed, dumbfounded. “Do you have a map?!” 
 
      
 
    The captain didn’t say a word. I’m afraid to imagine the effort that silence cost him. 
 
      
 
    “Speak!!!” the beast snarled. 
 
      
 
    “Y-yes,” he said, his voice quavering with tension. 
 
      
 
    As she was pressuring the captain, I noticed Gorgie, Rob and Art give a slight shudder. So the brute loosened her grip for just a second. It was just a fleeting moment, but it was enough for me to know what I should do next. And I started waiting for an opportunity. 
 
      
 
    “Well, captain, what now?” the yellow-eyed beast asked in a mocking tone. “You and your soldiers are no longer of any interest to me. I might have let you go but, alas, I cannot. After all, someone has to answer for the murder of my children. And the others have to eat.” 
 
      
 
    As soon as she said that, I tasted another upwelling of bitter rot in my mouth. Then, dark silhouettes started appearing from the shadows hissing and whimpering. They surrounded us slowly, forming a dense wall. 
 
      
 
    I turned my head in fear, understanding that we had been surrounded by a throng of blackbloods all this time. And the ones we killed were nothing more than bait. 
 
      
 
    “My children!” the beast snarled, casting off her human form once and for all. “I give you these three!” 
 
      
 
    I decided I couldn’t wait any longer. I was going to start with an eel lightning. I understood there was a chance for the spell not to work, so while the beast interrogated the captain, an unexpected idea came into my head. I was reminded that hunters could supposedly use orbs of darkness to power up their spells and abilities. And I was also keeping in mind how Master Chi died. He was killed by something from the dark magic arsenal specifically. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know exactly how it would work, so I was acting haphazardly. 
 
      
 
    Grabbing a handful of dark spheres from the ephemeral pocket, I tried to activate the spell. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Would you like to power up the spell Glitterspark Eel’s Chain Lightning? 
 
      
 
    ― Considering the level of your spell, the maximum number of Orbs of Darkness you may use is: 6. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Using the maximum possible number of dark elements will cause a significant reduction of your reputation with the Order of Monster Hunters! 
 
      
 
    To hell with it! Let’s go! 
 
      
 
    Just as the pack of hungry beasts abruptly tore off, something looking like thick intertwining coal-black tentacles burst out of my hand. There seemed to be around ten of the dark outgrowths, if not a whole dozen. One of them, the very thickest sunk right into the body of the blackblood mommy, who was not expecting such a nasty trick. 
 
      
 
    The remaining tentacles lashed out at the beasts nearest her. The effect was the same for all of them – they collapsed like they’d just been kneecapped and stayed on the ground like limp spineless dolls. But alas, the long-awaited notification about the blackblood woman’s death did not come. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie’s fearsome and simultaneously gleeful snarl announced that my brother was free! However, our companions weren’t so lucky. Their bodies had been smothered by the oncoming wave of bloodthirsty beasts! A little bit longer and Gorgie and I would fall to the same fate! 
 
      
 
    “Over here!” I shouted to the harn, simultaneously summoning the Crusher spirit. “You won’t be able to take her down!” 
 
      
 
    Gorgie threw himself in my direction, trying to get through the blackblood lady’s magic shield to no avail and snarling in frustration. A second later, Gorgie and I were enshrouded in an impenetrable magic fog. Based on the shrieks of disappointment from the beasts, the Crusher spirit had done what I wanted. 
 
      
 
    I understood it was a temporary measure. That very soon the fog would disperse, the head brute would come to her senses and devour us – so I decided to turn this place into hell on earth! 
 
      
 
    — Would you like to unleash the spell “Heaven’s Wrath?” 
 
      
 
    — Attention! Performing this action requires: 
 
      
 
    — 5000 mana points. 
 
      
 
    Not doubting it a second longer, I gave my permission. 
 
      
 
    — Select activation point. 
 
      
 
    — Warning! The element you are summoning knows no mercy! Either take care to provide adequate defense or try to keep away from the epicenter of the storm. 
 
      
 
    — Warning! Spell damage radius: 165 feet. 
 
      
 
    I dismissed the system notification and extended a hand forward. I set the activation point near the fallen and unmoving beasts and unleashed the spell from its crystal. 
 
      
 
    Time to get out of here. Gorgie understood without a word and shoved me in the back to tell me where to run. But he immediately grabbed my jacket with his teeth as well. There were enemies in front of us. I still had enough mana so, thinking briefly, I sent a gulper’s ram blindly forward. And I cast a couple ice arrows after it for good measure. Based on the shrieks of pain, my gifts reached their intended recipients. 
 
      
 
    A swallow of potion of satiety perked me up. My Wisdom took the boost and slowly but surely started refilling the lost mana. 
 
      
 
    Before I could get out of the magical fog, I heard a fearsome thunder. I jerked my head upward and was astonished. The spectacle unfolding before me was simultaneously beautiful to behold and frightening in its majesty. I stood there not breathing, my mouth open in astonishment. 
 
      
 
    In the dark night sky where the celestial bodies had just started to appear, something flickered. A fiery red dot. And after it another and another. When I looked closer, I saw elongated glowing red and orange droplets standing out in the sky where the flashes appeared. And gradually they were coming closer to earth, starting to turn into big huge masses of blazing flame. Hissing and humming angrily, they were racing straight for us. 
 
      
 
    The first heavenly mass, the size of an elephant’s head, left a trail of smoke behind it and fell smack dab on top of the immobilized Blackblood Mother. That was what the Great System called her in the message about her death. 
 
      
 
    The blow was so forceful that Gorgie and I were sent flying two feet into the air. And a second later, we were engulfed in a wave of heat. 
 
      
 
    “Run for it!” I shouted and dashed for the gates. 
 
      
 
    A fearsome roar from all directions. Merciless thundering. Powerful subterranean shockwaves. Night turned to day in the blink of an eye. Burning hot and fiery bright. The taste of rotten bitterness in my mouth was replaced with soot and cinder. I heard the wounded blackbloods shrieking and squealing. I saw their silhouettes lurching in the flame. From time to time, the system faithfully reported the death of yet another beast and rewarded me accordingly. 
 
      
 
    And there are the gates. Or rather what’s left of them. A fiery droplet from the heavens had smashed down several yards from the stockade wall, but inertia must have sent it skidding it another few yards. That just so happened to be enough to blow away the right gate and part of the stockade – the wood caught fire very quickly. 
 
      
 
    Covering my face with a hand, I went through the wall of fire and finally escaped the encirclement. My energy supply was noticeably sagging, red circles appeared before my eyes and a sickly rasp burst from my throat with every step. But I was just running forward without looking. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie was racing along at my side, happy. Our gazes met for a moment and I smiled. Looks like we managed to cheat the goddess Death yet again! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    — Attention! The Higher Powers smile upon you! You have replicated the legendary feat of Grand Magister Pyrus! Fighting alone, you managed to defeat 30 creatures more than 20 levels higher than you in one battle with one spell! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (50000). 
 
      
 
    — Magister Pyrus’ Signet (1) 
 
      
 
    — You have killed Blackblood Mother (62). 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (12400). 
 
      
 
    — Diamond tablet. 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (30). 
 
      
 
    — Monster Hunter Token (200). 
 
      
 
    ― Large Orb of Darkness (10). 
 
      
 
    — Attention! The Higher Powers smile upon you! You have replicated the legendary feat of Tix the Savage! You defeated a magical being more than 60 levels higher than you! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (7000). 
 
      
 
    — Iridescent Tablet “Blackblood Mother” (1). 
 
      
 
    I was sitting on an undamaged beam with my head bowed and eyes closed. I had just reread all the recent significant system messages and breathed a sigh of relief – they didn’t contain a single word about my companions. Yes, they had died, but not at my hands. I found their battered and scorched bodies in the morning when I decided to drop back into the annihilated village. 
 
      
 
    Intellectually I understood that the captain and his underlings were going to try and kill me sooner or later. But, for some reason, my heart was telling me it was a good thing I was not involved in their death. It was probably a weakness to think like that, but I couldn’t do anything about it. 
 
      
 
    At night, after the spell stopped working, Gorgie went down into the burning village and finished off all the wounded brutes. If any of them had managed to flee during the battle, they didn’t come bother us. 
 
      
 
    All told, there were thirty-eight dead beasts on my ledger. Almost all over level twenty. Plus their mommy. 
 
      
 
    I glanced into my backpack. Over the course of the battle, I’d earned just a hair shy of two hundred fifty thousand esses, four hundred ten silver, almost fifteen hundred tokens, eighty-six large orbs and a diamond tablet. But the most significant valuables of course were the personal magic signet and iridescent tablet. 
 
      
 
    The latter came as a complete surprise. As it turned out, the Blackblood Mother’s list of spells, abilities and characteristics contained absolutely nothing connected with mental attacks. There was only one conclusion to be drawn from that – she was using some powerful mental artifact. But there was nothing to mark the spot where she died other than a big huge black crater, so the artifact was long gone. The temperature of the first fireball was so high that the earth itself had melted there and turned to coal-black glass. 
 
      
 
    But there was also good news. The blackblood mother had Will! 
 
      
 
    In the end, I was able to talk with the dryad about that characteristic as planned. Midori didn’t know much. Either that or, considering what happened later, simply didn’t want to go wagging her tongue. From what she told me, I was able to glean that tablets of Will dropped much less often than even Intellect ones. And that wasn’t the end of the difficulties. People could bring up their Will just one point every two levels. In other words, my amulet’s figures gave me the stats of a level-one-hundred character. Plus the ten I got from the iridescent tablet – I was very happy with my high figures there now. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that, the blackblood mother had a few spells and magical abilities, but there was only one I was anatomically suited for. I couldn’t “restore my inner reserves by gorging myself on the blood and flesh of my victims,” but I got an excellent and useful ability nonetheless – a canopy of invisibility. 
 
      
 
    - Blackblood Mother’s Canopy of Invisibility. 
 
      
 
    - Level: 0+5 (0/20). 
 
      
 
    - Type: Active ability. 
 
      
 
    - Rarity: Epic. 
 
      
 
    - Description: 
 
      
 
    - Using magic, the Blackblood Mother can cover herself with a canopy of invisibility. Under the canopy, she becomes invisible to magical/physical vision/senses. 
 
      
 
    - Requirements: 
 
      
 
    - Intellect – 14. 
 
      
 
    - Expends 200 mana points. 
 
      
 
    - Note: 
 
      
 
    - Duration: 30 minutes. 
 
      
 
    At the very least, I could see how she’d managed to go unnoticed. I could only imagine the level of her ability if even Takeda and his troops couldn’t detect her. 
 
      
 
    I was happy to have one more iridescent, but not as happy as I was about the new personal artifact. 
 
      
 
    Rubbing my hands together, I extracted the signet from my backpack and, my heart aflutter, exhaled. I wanted to gaze upon its beauty again and again. The ring itself was made of matte-black metal. Nothing fancy. I’d even call it simple. But it wasn’t the setting that caught my eye, it was the stone. Fiery red like the heavily flaming mass that killed the blackblood mother, only in miniature. The mere fearsome sight of a signet like this could make anyone have second thoughts about tangling with its owner. 
 
      
 
    Finally tearing my gaze from the fiery stone, I read through the description again: 
 
      
 
    Magister Pyrus’ Signet. 
 
      
 
    — Type: Personal magical artifact. 
 
      
 
    — Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    — Intellect +30. 
 
      
 
    — Wisdom +30. 
 
      
 
    — Special effect: 
 
      
 
    — When critically necessary, automatically refills life or energy supply at the expense of mana supply, directly converting the necessary amount of mana into life or energy. 
 
      
 
    — Note: 
 
      
 
    — Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    In other words, if something is about to do more damage than my life supply contains, I won’t die as long as I have plenty of mana. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie gave a warning snarl, distracting me from studying the artifact. The local scavengers had started showing up at the now former explorer village which had very nearly burned to the ground. Based on the harn’s emphatic growling, a few of them were quite high level. 
 
      
 
    I understood it was time to go, but my greed was pressuring me to stay. After all, there was probably lots of interesting stuff to be found here. It is an explorer village, no matter how you slice it. Scolopendra’s sixth sense was no help. After the rain of fire, the ground in the village was basically soaked with mana to the point it was like an unbroken lake of magic. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know where to go or what to do next. Wait here for the explorers to come back? Won’t work. Lovers of carrion will start showing up soon. 
 
      
 
    And what if all the explorers are dead? Hard to believe. But that leads to another question. How long should I wait for them? And if I stay and wait, what’s to guarantee they’ll treat me as a friend? 
 
      
 
    No! No more illusions! The sooner I realize that I only have enemies around me, the easier it will be for me to survive and get back to my friends. 
 
      
 
    Relying only on myself! Not trusting anyone! Surviving at any cost! Becoming stronger! 
 
      
 
    I clenched my fists and sharply raised my head. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie froze opposite me. Our gazes met. 
 
      
 
    “Brother, what if we go find the place we were dragged out here to look for? What did they say again? The Tomb of the Founder! As far as I can tell, they’re talking about Gunnar the Destroyer’s burial site. Just imagine the kind of loot we could make away with there!” 
 
      
 
    “Hrn!” Gorgie backed me up. 
 
      
 
    Our searches for the map the blackblood mother tried bitterly to ask Takeda about brought nothing. The bodies and belongings of the scouts had turned to black char. 
 
      
 
    “Too bad,” I muttered, looking at the gnarled bodies of my companions. “They could have at least left us a clue. Although...” 
 
      
 
    I’m reminded that the captain mentioned Narrow Lake and the foxfolk a few times in passing. At first it seemed he was trying to tease me because he knew my relationship to those creatures. But then I started to remember separate episodes and fragments of Rob and Art’s conversations about the north of the Dark Continent. They were saying we’d have to stock up on warm clothes in the explorer village. 
 
      
 
    I winced. It’s a so-so guess, but I can’t just sit here! So its decided – we’ll start our search to the north! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    — You have killed Yellow Adder (30). 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (6000). 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (10). 
 
      
 
    — Attention! Your pet has reached level 15! 
 
      
 
    — Free characteristics: 3. 
 
      
 
    GORGIE LET OUT a happy growl, which rolled through the forest, making all the nearby birds flock off in a matter of seconds. 
 
      
 
    “Finally!” I exclaimed and clambered over to embrace my friend. 
 
      
 
    To say the harn had grown would be an understatement. My brother had turned into a true seasoned beast, no less agile, strong or fast than monsters more than twice his level. The harn’s scales had become thicker and darker. Down his spine, black spikes of bone had started poking through from the back of his head to the tip of his tail. If this keeps up, I guess Mee will have to find a different mount. 
 
      
 
    After three level-ups, the tip of the harn’s tail had turned into a sharp spike. But Gorgie had yet to figure out just how to use his new “ornament.” I meanwhile was guessing what would come next. 
 
      
 
    Walking a bit further from the body of the defeated monster, I sat on a thick sunken log sticking jauntily up out of the ground. We were not afraid of little scavengers. As of recently, we’d actually been happy to see them. More monsters – more loot. The risk of running into something more dangerous, naturally, did exist. But first of all, we were no longer harmless little nubbins ourselves. And secondly, we always had an escape plan. The harn’s keen senses plus my canopy of invisibility – if anything wanted to eat us, it would have to catch us first. 
 
      
 
    And why go far? That yellow adder thought it was hunting us, but it turned out the other way around. Gorgie had long been an avid fan of snake meat. Just the sound of him chomping away! 
 
      
 
    And now it had been three weeks since we left the explorer village. Honestly, we did spend a few days putting around nearby in hopes one of its inhabitants would return, but nobody came to visit the settlement other than scavengers. 
 
      
 
    We went back to the place where the scouts hid the dinghy and a few bags of supplies. But something had already wreaked havoc on the stash spot. Based on the huge amount of animal tracks and excrement, the local fauna had made a true feast of our supplies. 
 
      
 
    If I had any hope left of discovering a hint, looking through what was left of our things made it go up in smoke. 
 
      
 
    Takeda admitted to the blackblood mother that he had a map. But he neglected to mention what form it was in. I for example also have two maps – in tabs. Seemingly, the captain must have meant something like that. 
 
      
 
    Overall, at the end of the day we decided to head north along the river Morta toward Narrow Lake. First of all, other than the destroyed explorer village, it was the only way I knew to go. And second, Sly Redtail’s countrymen might know something about the hunters. I understood it was a foolhardy plan. But I was utterly ignoring the treacherous thoughts about how I was only coming up with justifications for my aimless wandering around the endless dark continent. 
 
      
 
    I took another look at the happily purring cat and glanced at his characteristics. I put all free silvers into his particularly important figures and left just a small reserve – sixty silver tablets. I was keeping them up my sleeve specifically for Thorntail’s Jump. If I understand everything correctly, this spell could be brought up to level three now that he had hit level fifteen. 
 
      
 
    Okay then, let’s give it a shot. 
 
      
 
    An instant later, a system message appeared notifying me of a successful and long-awaited advancement. 
 
      
 
    Finally! 
 
      
 
    Let’s see what that got us. 
 
      
 
    ― Thorntail’s Jump. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 3 (0/80). 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Magical ability. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Rare. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― Using magic, thorntails can get behind opponents in an instant and become temporarily invisible. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Be instantly transported behind an opponent. 
 
      
 
    ― Temporary invisibility duration: 20 seconds. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect – 5. 
 
      
 
    ― Expends 70 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Cooldown time: 4 sec. 
 
      
 
    ― Range: 50 feet. 
 
      
 
    Great! Cooldown time was down, while invisible time on the other hand was up. The new jump distance figures filled me with glee. Honestly, mana expenditure had gone up, but with a fifteen-hundred-point supply – it wasn’t lethal. 
 
      
 
    I took one more glance at the harn’s characteristics to update my picture. 
 
      
 
    ― Ferocious Harn. 
 
      
 
    ― Name: Gorgie. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 15 (0/136000) . 
 
      
 
    ― Status: Loyalty to master (permanent). 
 
      
 
    ― Mind: 1/1 
 
      
 
    ― Strength: 211/225 
 
      
 
    ― Agility: 209/225 
 
      
 
    ― Accuracy: 150/225 
 
      
 
    ― Intuition: 15/15 
 
      
 
    ― Wisdom: 30/30 
 
      
 
    ― Animal instinct: 30/30 
 
      
 
    ― Speed: 207/225 
 
      
 
    ― Flexibility: 190/225 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect: 150/150 
 
      
 
    ― Health:150/150 
 
      
 
    ― Endurance:150/150 
 
      
 
    ― Mana supply:1150/1550 
 
      
 
    ― Life supply:1150/1550 
 
      
 
    ― Energy supply:1150/1550 
 
      
 
    ― Scale armor: 75/75 
 
      
 
    ― Defense: 750/750 
 
      
 
    ― Damage: +746.4…+2379.1 
 
      
 
    ― Bite: 75/75 
 
      
 
    ― Paw swipe: 75/75 
 
      
 
    ― Pounce: 15/15 
 
      
 
    ― Animal regeneration: 30/30 
 
      
 
    ― Hunter: 47/75 
 
      
 
    ― Fisher: 29/75 
 
      
 
    ― Resistance to Hexapod poison – 7/75 
 
      
 
    ― Thorntail’s Jump. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 3 (0/80). 
 
      
 
    A-hem! Now this is a far cry from the half-dead level-five cave cat I found on the bank of a subterranean river. I puffed out my lips in satisfaction, looked at my pet’s figures and smiled. If I made even approximate calculations, I’d invested a whole fortune into Gorgie. And I was sincerely proud of the result! 
 
      
 
    While taking the tablets from my backpack, the slot with the orbs caught my eye yet again. I stroked my chin and thought. After the battle with the blackbloods, when I came to my senses a bit, I finally realized what a powerful weapon I had on my hands. Based on the notifications, the lightning, powered up by darkness, was brought up to level ten for the attack. And it didn’t merely immobilize enemies, it also did a respectable amount of damage. To everyone that got hit, other than the mommy. She had good magical defense. 
 
      
 
    So, I was in no rush to convert the orbs of darkness into sparks. First of all, it would be stupid to deprive myself of such a potent trump card. And second, cliché as it may have been, I was afraid to test the sparks on my artifacts. What if I ruined something? Too bad the gnome didn’t have an item for me to test it on when I offered. Then I’d know how to do it. 
 
      
 
    There was one other aspect related to using the orbs of darkness. A hint about the fly in the ointment there would have been nice. After activating dark lightning, I lost five hundred reputation points with the order of monster hunters in the blink of an eye. One more activation like that and my reputation would dip below ten thousand. 
 
      
 
    I wonder what would happen then. Would I lose the rank of senior hunter? And what if I used the orbs another twenty times? What’d happen then? Would my reputation go negative? Would I cease to be a hunter? To be frank, I didn’t want to find out. Yes, I often grumbled about my forced induction into the order, but now I was aware of every advantage my position brought. At a certain point, I decided to use the dark spheres only at the most critical moments. 
 
      
 
    While my brother slurped down snake meat, I caught myself thinking that the sounds the harn made weren’t bothering me one bit. I was used to them. 
 
      
 
    Then my thoughts smoothly returned to the events of last week. As it turned out, all the spooky campfire tales told to little kids about the terrible Dark Continent did not line up with the true state of affairs. In other words, normal fish swim in the rivers, normal birds make nests in the trees, and normal deer and mustangs graze the endless fields and valleys. Without a doubt there are many dark beasts around. But it doesn’t quite look like the whole huge continent had been swallowed by Darkness. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that, it was entirely possible to live a peaceful life here. Out of the corner of my eye, I glanced at the big huge serpent carcass. Hm... alright... relatively peaceful. As long as you keep your head down, unlike Gorgie and me. 
 
      
 
    I had every basis to say that, because we had discovered a small nonhuman village in the valley. 
 
      
 
    It happened seven days ago under, to put it lightly, not the nicest circumstances. As we stole through the woods to the river in hopes of doing some fishing, we ran into a giant spider. 
 
      
 
    After the memorable battle with the hexapod in the caverns of the Crooked Mountains, Gorgie had learned to hate all spider-like creatures without exception. So I was forewarned about the devious trap the spider had woven across the animal trail we were following. 
 
      
 
    But alas, not everyone could boast of such great assistance. We discovered several victims in the spiderweb. One of them in particular caught my eye. At first I thought it was a dead gnome, just very little and thin. But then the system told me it was a halfling. 
 
      
 
    I won’t say anything with full confidence but, to my eye, the dead pipsqueak looked to be around thirty years old. Shorter than me by two heads. Clothing and footwear made of furs. As for weaponry – a crudely forged little hatchet. The unfortunate soul’s short gnarled fingers were clenching a short knife. He’d clearly tried to the very last to cut himself down from the spiderweb. On the ground right in front of his hanging body there was a small knapsack. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie gave it a sniff and told me the halfling had died two days ago. 
 
      
 
    I rifled through the knapsack and discovered a small flagon of soured milk, several stale flatbreads and a rock-hard piece of dried meat. Ants had been eating at all of it with great pleasure. There was nothing else in the bag, which led me to the think the wee fellow must have lived somewhere nearby. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie quickly found his tracks and we headed out in search of the halfling village. 
 
      
 
    By midday, the forest came to an end and we emerged into a clearing. A small hill there made for a convenient viewpoint over the valley. 
 
      
 
    It was a little village composed of two dozen little clay homes with straw roofs. Surrounded by a high stockade wall. Garden plots and allotments pasted to it on all sides. In the distance, I could see a herd of grazers in the fields. Either sheep or goats. Little gray wisps of smoke wafting from the stove chimneys. Dogs barking. Children shouting. From a distance, it looked like a normal human village. 
 
      
 
    We didn’t approach the halflings. Who could say how they would react to us? We decided to observe them for a few days. 
 
      
 
    The next day, a few carts drawn by stumpy little ponies entered the village from the north. Based on how joyously the locals greeted the new arrivals – they were either family back from a long journey or friendly neighbors. 
 
      
 
    The pipsqueaks spent all evening and night making merry. Fairly loud happy music was playing. They set a long table in the middle of the village and, within a half an hour, the women had it weighed down with all kinds of tasty treats. The men rolled a few barrels out next to the table as well. Must have been the local beer, wine or ale. 
 
      
 
    I have to give the pipsqueaks their due: despite the obviously important celebration, their settlement was guarded by ten soldiers day and night. This is not some little village near Orchus, where one old sentry would be plenty. Here the locals understand perfectly well what they risk by being absent-minded or slovenly. 
 
      
 
    The halflings feasted another two days. All that time, the arriving travelers and villagers were trading vigorously. Seemingly, all this time I’d been watching the visit of a merchant caravan. 
 
      
 
    By the end of the week, the guests started packing up to leave and we decided we’d better “see them home.” 
 
      
 
    We were lucky. The trade caravan travelled along the river and we were able to follow them without leaving the forest that ran along its bank. 
 
      
 
    By the second day of our trip, while the halflings were setting up camp for the night, I decided to investigate. In the middle of the night, I covered myself with a canopy of invisibility and went down into the valley toward the camp. 
 
      
 
    When I was just twenty paces away, the halflings sounded the alarm. Unbelievable! They had detected me. And that meant that at least one of the diminutive merchants must have had great senses. I had to hurry back to the forest. I didn’t try any more such experiments either. 
 
      
 
    And the halflings were clearly on guard after that night. They doubled their security detail. Picked up the pace. Didn’t tarry at encampments. We even had to fall behind a bit one day so we wouldn’t set off the merchant’s nerves. 
 
      
 
    Over the next few weeks, the caravan we were safeguarding visited another two small settlements. Those ones didn’t celebrate though, probably because the merchants had already been through on their way south. They just spent the night and got back underway. 
 
      
 
    By the end of the last day of the second week, the caravan made it to quite a large village. I counted two dozen large households and forty smaller buildings. 
 
      
 
    This settlement looked much better defended than the previous ones. Other than a high stockade wall and sturdy gates, I saw a ditch filled with sharp stakes and watchtowers with a watchman in each. 
 
      
 
    And that was where it all happened... 
 
      
 
    We made camp deep in the forest. But I couldn’t get to sleep – Gorgie woke me up in the middle of the night. 
 
      
 
    “Blood. Death,” he told me, motioning toward the village. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go!” I said shortly and we headed for the clearing. 
 
      
 
    I heard the sounds of combat before we got close. The halflings were in the midst of a pitched battle. Once we reached the last line of trees, I finally caught a glimpse of just who they were fighting. 
 
      
 
    They were bipedal creatures of medium height. They looked most of all to me like lizards that walked upright. Long tails. Snakelike heads. Long clawed hands and feet. 
 
      
 
    The beasts were many. They were storming the village from all sides as a matter of fact. The high walls were no obstacle for them. The beasts easily scampered up and disappeared into the village. There were three of them watching the assault from afar. It’s plain to see – the commanders. They were noticeably larger than their underlings. Massive flat necks, elongated heads – exactly like king cobras. 
 
      
 
    The halflings were obviously losing, but still not giving up. I could see that the logs of the stockade wall had come apart slightly in a few places and nimble halflings were coming out through the gaps, trying to hide in the darkness. The defenders must have been trying to send messengers out for help. But alas, the enemies caught them all and tore them to shreds on the spot. I shuddered. An awful sight. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to tell Gorgie that we were leaving, but a slightly taller halfling caught my attention, standing on the roof of the highest building in the middle of the village. He was standing with his arms outstretched toward the lizards and balls of fire were shooting out of his hands. A mage! 
 
      
 
    The invaders obviously didn’t appreciate the fire magic. Small fires started where the balls landed. The lizards burned surprisingly well. The fire was sapping all their desire to carry on the assault. 
 
      
 
    Other than fire, the mage was using a ghostly thorny branch I’d seen before. Sarkhaat’s grandson had used the exact same spirit to try and attack me in the Wastes. As soon as I thought of that, I felt a shiver run down my spine. 
 
      
 
    There it is! The halfling mage is using a spirit! And if that is so – there is no way he could have absorbed it without an altar! That means he must know where to find an altar! And where there’s an altar – there’s a portal as well as a hunter structure of some kind! 
 
      
 
    I need that mage! 
 
      
 
    But how could I explain that to the bloodthirsty lizards? 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the mage disappeared off the roof and didn’t come back. The last truly effective ember of resistance had been snuffed. The halflings had lost the battle. 
 
      
 
    The gates flew open and a wave of attackers poured into the village. And after them, taking their sweet time, the commanders followed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I spent the entire night waiting. Screams of pain and despair came from the village. I did feel sincere pity for the unfortunate little folk, and I would have liked to help them. But I am not suicidal. 
 
      
 
    The mage most likely died. Torn to shreds. I doubt the lizards let him live. He just roasted so many of their brethren. 
 
      
 
    The slaughter carried on until sunup and, near morning, a procession of halfling prisoners appeared in the gates. Hm... And here I thought they were all dead. 
 
      
 
    The halflings had ropes looped around their necks that were tied to long poles. Walking in short steps, they trudged off to the northeast. The lizards were walking upright next to them with no-nonsense looks, flogging the poor little folk with sticks to keep up their pace. 
 
      
 
    And then two of the commanders appeared in the gates and just as unflappably followed after the train of captives. 
 
      
 
    In the end, an hour later, the village was practically empty. By my estimation, around ten lizards were still inside along with one snake-headed commander. There were also halflings there. Mostly wounded, of course. 
 
      
 
    “Now ten – that’s no hundred,” I said to Gorgie. 
 
      
 
    “Hrn,” he agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Then let’s go!” I said and took the first step, activating canopy of invisibility. 
 
      
 
    We reached the still wide-open gates quickly. As we approached, our noses were struck by the familiar odors of blood, shit and smolder. Cautiously stepping over the corpses of halflings and the lizard-headed creatures the system called “draks,” I was making for the middle of the village. That was where the voices of the remaining prisoners of war were coming from as well as the wailing of children and lamentation of women. 
 
      
 
    — Attention! Your Mind score is high enough to activate the “Language of the Halflings!” 
 
      
 
    — Would you like to activate it? 
 
      
 
    Yes, I would! 
 
      
 
    I listened to the voices and realized the captives were afraid of what the drak commander had in mind. 
 
      
 
    Sitting behind one of the houses, I heard a quiet rasping voice from somewhere below me: 
 
      
 
    “You again?” 
 
      
 
    The surprise made me shudder and turn my head. Was that really for me? Gorgie isn’t around. He is coming a different way. So it must have been. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot see you,” came the quiet rasp again. “But I know you’re there. You’ve been travelling behind us for many days. What do you want? Just so you know, I don’t give a crap anymore...” 
 
      
 
    I finally saw who was talking. It was one of the merchants whose caravan we’d been following. Little. Scrawny. Blue-eyed. All covered in blood. Propped up against the wall of a house. 
 
      
 
    He’s looking right in my direction, but somehow through me. He cannot see me. But thanks to some ability he can sense me. 
 
      
 
    It came as a surprise to him when Gorgie showed up. He even forgot his pain for a moment. A knife appeared in his little hand. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even think it,” I told him from invisibility in halfling tongue. 
 
      
 
    “W-who are you?” the wee man rasped. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s say, for now – a temporary ally. Just don’t expect a lot out of me. I don’t know what you are quarreling over, but this is not my war.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you an explorer?” the wounded man wouldn’t relent. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I answered honestly. “But I am looking for something. Say, is the mage still alive?” 
 
      
 
    “Boram?” the wounded man tried to move and gave a groan. “I don’t think so. Anyone like that – the draks slit their throats.” 
 
      
 
    “A pity,” I said disappointedly. 
 
      
 
    “What are you looking for?” the halfling asked. 
 
      
 
    “Boram was using a form of magic in battle, which I am seeking the traces of.” 
 
      
 
    I came closer to him, almost face to face, and started drawing the symbol of the hunters in the dirt. 
 
      
 
    The halfling was captivated, watching the two intertwined fishhooks appear on the ground as if out of nowhere. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” I said and stared at the wounded man point blank. “The mark I seek.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to take in every single emotion on the halfling’s face. His countenance stretched out; his eyes grew larger. All of a sudden it dawned on me – he had seen this symbol before! He knows where to find it! 
 
      
 
    “You help me and I’ll help you!” he said, his voice quavering with worry. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
      
 
    “Free my wife and daughter,” the halfling said with hope in his voice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    “NO,” I ANSWERED shortly. 
 
      
 
    “But why not?” 
 
      
 
    “I stopped fighting other peoples’ wars some time ago,” I snapped. 
 
      
 
    “But you want to find this symbol, right?” the halfling pleaded. “I’m the only one who knows where to find it!” 
 
      
 
    I looked closer. Even I, a person who cannot read faces, can see clearly – he’s lying. 
 
      
 
    “I can shake all the information I need out of you without having to worry about these creeps’ fangs and claws,” I chuckled and, deciding to spook him, added: “We’re just gonna quietly take you into the woods and have a heart-to-heart.” 
 
      
 
    “Hrn,” Gorgie confirmed drily and moved menacingly toward the pipsqueak. 
 
      
 
    The thing that happened next, to be frank, I could not have foreseen. The halfling started vehemently screaming at the top of his lungs! Where’d he even find the strength? That scream seemed to carry far, over the whole valley! 
 
      
 
    I of course, was exaggerating. All because of the surprise. It’s just the moron’s action caught me unawares. 
 
      
 
    The halfling’s cry trailed off into a fearsome guttural cough. Seems he’s about to cough up all his guts. Blood appeared on his thin lips. 
 
      
 
    “Save them!” he whispered and, rolling his eyes back, lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
    I should note, the bipedal lizards reacted fairly quickly. The menacing hissing from several directions let me know the building we were hiding behind was surrounded. And behind us is the stockade wall. We wouldn’t be able to run away. We’re in a trap. 
 
      
 
    Clenching my fists until they cracked, I angrily whispered: 
 
      
 
    “Idiot! If I survive, I’ll be sure to come finish you off myself!” 
 
      
 
    The hissing came again, and a notification appeared before my eyes: 
 
      
 
    — Attention! Your Mind score is high enough to activate the “Language of the Draks!” 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You cannot activate the “Language of the Draks” due to anatomical incompatibility! 
 
      
 
    After quickly dismissing the pointless notification, I started to act. Time was short. Every second dear. The draks could show up at any time. 
 
      
 
    Still beneath the canopy of invisibility, I crossed the small yard and took shelter behind its fence. As I ran, I recalled Gorgie. A clever stratagem he and I had been employing recently. 
 
      
 
    Trying to breathe as quietly as possible, I froze. I tried not to look at the screamer so I wouldn’t make him even more mad. I understood in my heart why he’d done it. But in my mind I had already cursed him twenty times. 
 
      
 
    The draks didn’t keep me waiting long. They came from two sides. Two individuals. Level twenty and twenty-three. Slowly turning their flat heads, they took a look around. Every couple seconds their long, split tongues slipped out between their teeth. 
 
      
 
    They noticed the halfling on the ground right away. A level twenty-three drak, distinguished by a darker shade, slowly came up to the halfling and froze right where I’d just been standing. His split tongue, testing the air like a probe, flicked out another few times. 
 
      
 
    Remembering Takeda’s instruction, I tried not to look right at them. I was only slipping my gaze over their scaly bodies. 
 
      
 
    The drak unexpectedly gave a loud hiss. The second perked up sharply. The freak must have tasted something. Just the way their heads started turning. 
 
      
 
    Finding my tracks unfailingly, the dark lizard braced himself and, opening his maw a bit, let out a throaty gurgling sound. 
 
      
 
    There’s no more sense in lying low – I’d been found out. Activating ram and the summoning amulet at the same time, I rolled to the right. 
 
      
 
    The lilac wave of my spell slammed into the bipedal lizards full force, splatting them against the clay wall of a house. Gorgie got his bearings instantly and dashed toward them, not wasting any time. But he wasn’t fast enough. A scaled carcass slammed down on him from the roof of the house. 
 
      
 
    Before the harn and his opponent started grappling, I noticed the brute was level twenty-two. The two armored predators tangled into a ball, hissing and roaring in fury. 
 
      
 
    I summoned the Ysh spirit and dashed toward the frozen draks. I had to hurry. They’d come to their senses soon. 
 
      
 
    Running past the fight, I noticed that Gorgie’s rival had already taken quite the thrashing in the several seconds they’d been going at it. The left side of his noggin had turned into a piece of meat oozing dark blood. There was a deep laceration gaping in his right shoulder. Blood was gushing in spurts from the cuts. The drak was breathing heavily. Eyes bulging. Toothy mouth slightly open. Looks like he’s realized just how much trouble he’s gotten himself into. 
 
      
 
    Unlike his enemy, Gorgie was in his element. He surpassed his rival in all figures. He didn’t even have to use magic. The drak was moving half as fast. Every blow the brute landed my harn answered with a powerful counterstrike. Plus, I cast an ice arrow at the lizard as I ran. 
 
      
 
    I still had yet to reach the stunned draks when Gorgie’s rival stopped breathing. 
 
      
 
    — You have killed Drak (22). 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (4400). 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (10). 
 
      
 
    Then he finished those two off together. And just in the nick of time. Peeking around the corner, I saw the rest of the lizards rushing our way. 
 
      
 
    It’s too late to flee, and at this point I don’t much care to. We’re feeling the thrill of the fight now. Just the way Gorgie is snarling in impatience. 
 
      
 
    I renewed the canopy of invisibility and said: 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do what we usually do – immobilize them then finish them off.” 
 
      
 
    “Hrn,” Gorgie agreed and hopped out from behind his cover, luring the lizards his way. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the brutes saw what they were dealing with, every last one of them tore off down the alley. I counted six. Quickly wind-milling their clawed feet, they stuck their flat snouts forward as they ran. Their long split-tipped tongues were constantly slithering in and out of their fanged maws. 
 
      
 
    Walking up closer, I sent a ram their way. 
 
      
 
    — You have attacked Drak (21)! 
 
      
 
    — You have dealt 290 damage! 
 
      
 
    — You have attacked Drak (20)! 
 
      
 
    — Critical hit. You have dealt 412 damage! 
 
      
 
    — You have attacked Drak (23)! 
 
      
 
    — You have dealt 283 damage! 
 
      
 
    — You have attacked Drak (22)! 
 
      
 
    — Critical hit. You have dealt 398 damage! 
 
      
 
    — You have attacked Drak (24)! 
 
      
 
    — You have dealt 203 damage! 
 
      
 
    — You have attacked Drak (22)! 
 
      
 
    — Critical hit. You have dealt 422 damage! 
 
      
 
    While Gorgie raced off in long pounces to finish off the immobilized lizards. I noticed a quick movement out of the corner of my eye just a step away. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You have been attacked by Guide Drak (32)! 
 
      
 
    ― Critical hit. You have been dealt 1270 damage (absorbed by spirit of Longtailed Ysh)! 
 
      
 
    Before I was sent flying back against the wall of the house and skidded a few yards on the ground, I saw a snake hood with an intricate pattern. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie gave a snarl of rage that carried over the village. After quickly squashing the heads of the immobilized lizards, he dashed over to my aid. I felt all cold inside. My friend wasn’t fast enough. The guide drak landed another two lightning-fast blows. Thanks to some devious ability, despite the active canopy, the lizard commander knew exactly where I was at all times. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You have been attacked by Guide Drak (32)! 
 
      
 
    ― Critical hit. You have been dealt 1350 damage (absorbed by spirit of Longtailed Ysh)! 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You have been attacked by Guide Drak (32)! 
 
      
 
    ― Critical hit. You have been dealt 1340 damage (absorbed by spirit of Longtailed Ysh)! 
 
      
 
    He wanted to get another hit off, but I came to my senses and lashed the brute with an eel lightning. Before the drak commander’s body even hit the ground, Gorgie slammed down onto him in a frenzy. The fearsome sounds of bone crunching and flesh tearing made me give a loud gulp. A lump rose up my throat. The harn was on a rampage. A few swipes of his clawed paw split the chest and stomach of the still living drak, then he ripped out the still beating heart with his teeth. 
 
      
 
    Looks like my dear brother was sincerely terrified for me and now he was taking out his fear on this lizard. 
 
      
 
    — You have killed Guide Drak (32)! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (6400). 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (10). 
 
      
 
    Breathing heavily and shaking nervously, Gorgie walked over to me and nuzzled his sticky bloody nose on my chest. 
 
      
 
    “I know, brother,” I said hoarsely, stroking my pet’s head. “I was scared, too.” 
 
      
 
    But there was no time to cool off. I was slightly mistaken in my initial estimations – Gorgie sensed another two draks over in the middle of the village. They must have been left there to guard the prisoners. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s finish what we started,” I said with a predatory smile. 
 
      
 
    The harn shuddered, gave a gleeful snarl and dashed for the middle of the village. I followed after him as best I could. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie’s senses did not lead us astray. We found the draks next to a wide animal pen full of halflings lying and sitting alongside the sheep and goats. It was mostly women, children and old men. I saw many wounded soldiers as well though. Defenders who hadn’t died during the assault. 
 
      
 
    I looked around and winced. My stomach tied up into a vile knot. The whole middle of the square was thickly sown with the corpses of halflings and draks. The smells of blood, shit and the start of decomposition struck my nose. 
 
      
 
    One of the draks, lazily leaning against the fence and grumbling in satisfaction, was stroking a disembodied appendage. The second was walking along the fence and keeping a watchful eye on the captives. He was the first to notice Gorgie standing still out in the open. 
 
      
 
    A simultaneous cry of fear rolled over the rows of captives. The big huge scaled monster, impatiently slapping himself on the sides with his long tail made a big impression on the pipsqueaks. They must have thought the first scavenger had arrived at the scene of the slaughter. 
 
      
 
    The draks simultaneously walked over and gave menacing hisses, which Gorgie answered with a loud mocking roar. The lizards had no caution or patience. I could partially understand them. The unknown quadruped’s size made an impression, but his level fifteen spoke for itself. The draks were probably hoping for a speedy victory as they ran. But they had a surprise in store for them in the form of a magic ball of lilac, which sent them flying a few yards back. The last thing they saw, lying on the ground like helpless ragdolls, was the wide fanged maw of a four-legged monster. 
 
      
 
    The halflings, watching their captors get their comeuppance, hopped up and formed a single quaking heap. I must give the wounded warriors their due. Some sitting and other standing, with the last of their strength, they pushed the women and children behind them. 
 
      
 
    When I appeared next to the big huge cat, which had just easily disemboweled two draks, they all looked surprised. 
 
      
 
    Not letting them gather their wits, I walked up to the fence and loudly said in halfling tongue: 
 
      
 
    “There are no more draks in the village! You are free! But before I leave, I would like to speak with one of you!” 
 
      
 
    The halflings, still squeezed up against one another, started whispering quietly. The women tried to calm the frightened children. The men exchanged grim looks. 
 
      
 
    Finally, two men broke away from the crowd and, trying not to provoke the beast boring into them with his eyes, slowly came toward me. 
 
      
 
    They were obviously warriors who had defended the village. They were holding each other up as they limped over. It made the impression that, if one of them fell over, the other was sure to follow. 
 
      
 
    When they stopped at the fence and in fact used it as support, I got a closer look at both of them. For their kind, quite tall and broad-shouldered. No beards. One redhead, the other with black hair. Crammed into suits of leather armor. As a matter of fact, neither had a scrap of unharmed flesh on them. Seemingly, the redhead had lost an eye in the battle. Blood was seeping out of a bandage running diagonally across his face. 
 
      
 
    “I am Edal, and this is Lem,” the black-haired one started with no further ado. “After the death of the alderman, we answer for this village. You may speak with us.” 
 
      
 
    “There,” I nodded without introducing myself. “Behind those houses lies one of your men. He owes me answers.” 
 
      
 
    “Owes?” redheaded Lem asked. 
 
      
 
    “Answers?” Edal added. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I answered. “For saving his wife and daughter.” 
 
      
 
    The halflings exchanged glances. 
 
      
 
    “Is that who was shouting?” Edal asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I winced, remembering the way the merchant betrayed me. “He looks wounded. He’s unconscious. Is there a healer among you?” 
 
      
 
    The redhead unwittingly touched the bandage on his head and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I said. “Let the healer bring that screamer to his senses. As soon as he answers my questions, I leave.” 
 
      
 
    While the redheaded Lem explained what to do to a lady that ran up to him, Edal sized me up with a frown. The halflings were so chatty it had me on guard. A second later, I realized why. 
 
      
 
    “Yamira will try to do everything in her power, explorer,” Lem said, nodding toward the quickly receding lady. “Will you allow us to leave this pen?” 
 
      
 
    My right brow crept up in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “I told you that you’re free,” I answered, perplexed. “And I am no explorer.” 
 
      
 
    Then came the halflings’ turn to be surprised. I was forming the impression that the only humans out here were explorers. Beyond that, based on the halflings’ cautious and unwelcoming tone, they didn’t always get along well with humans. 
 
      
 
    Lem and Edal exchanged puzzled glances. 
 
      
 
    “Then what are you?” the redhead asked. 
 
      
 
    Hm... Good question. Then what am I? A crippled boy who lost his father and mother? Forced out of his family home? Sold into peonage by a bank for a hundred gold? Abandoned to be eaten by subterranean monsters? 
 
      
 
    Hardly. That frightened boy is no more. He perished in the cave-in that gulper started. What emerged was a completely different person. 
 
      
 
    “I am a humble monster hunter,” my answer made the halflings trade glances. 
 
      
 
    With a chuckle, I took a step forward. Looks like I won’t have to wait for the screamer to wake up. Based on the looks on their faces, I could find the answers to all my questions from these halflings. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    “LISTEN,” I said, still smiling. “What if we try something else?” 
 
      
 
    “S-something e-else?” Lem asked, hiccupping. 
 
      
 
    Looks like has a habit of repeating questions. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Something else.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Edal asked. 
 
      
 
    “I see that our presence has you all on edge.” 
 
      
 
    The halflings gave a simultaneous gulp and, without a word, turned their heads toward Gorgie. He was busy sampling the innards of one of the draks. The crunching of bones and noisy champing would have thrown anyone off. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that, to back up what I said, I heard the telltale sounds of vomiting halflings behind Edal and Lem. 
 
      
 
    “So I suggest,” I continued. “That you answer my questions yourselves.” 
 
      
 
    Just then, Gorgie just so happened to sharply raise his drak-blood-caked snout and glance right at the wee folk. They all shuddered in unison. Lem even gave a loud hiccup. 
 
      
 
    “What do you say?” I asked, smiling. 
 
      
 
    All the halflings nodded eagerly at once. To tell the truth, in the end, Edal did gather the courage to try and set one condition. 
 
      
 
    “Swear that neither you nor your beast will harm us!” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and answered: 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t much cared for swearing oaths lately. But you need not worry. If you behave yourselves, no harm will come to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Swear it!” Edal repeated. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “You’re gonna have to take me at my word.” 
 
      
 
    Gorgie gave a muffled snarl in confirmation. 
 
      
 
    “Edal!” Lem pleaded. “You’re gonna get us all killed! We have to give this strange mage what he’s asking for, then let him leave!” 
 
      
 
    “Listen to the voice of reason,” I smiled. “In the meantime, here’s something to think about. If I had any desire to harm you, I’d have done so already.” 
 
      
 
    “Ask your questions, stranger, and leave!” Edal relented. 
 
      
 
    “There. That wasn’t so hard, was it?” I chuckled and, squatting down on my haunches, started drawing the hunters’ mark in the soil with my pointer finger. “I’m looking for this symbol. Do you know it?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the sign of the serpent,” Edal answered bleakly. “The symbol of the Queen of the draks.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm...” I rubbed my chin. “Are you sure? Maybe I didn’t draw it right...” 
 
      
 
    “Two interlaced hooks?” Lem asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded, puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “You drew it right, then,” Lem said. “It’s the symbol of the Queen of the draks. I’ve seen it myself.” 
 
      
 
    “A curious twist,” I muttered pensively. “And where have you seen it?” 
 
      
 
    “Before entering the nest of the draks,” Lem answered. 
 
      
 
    “And you’ll swear to that?” I squinted, tilting my head to the side. 
 
      
 
    “I swear it!” the halfling answered quickly. 
 
      
 
    I scratched the back of my head in perplexity. I don’t understand one bit. What do the draks have to do with the order of hunters? 
 
      
 
    “We’re telling the truth,” Edal said. “Everyone knows it.” 
 
      
 
    “By the way, why didn’t the draks eat you all? What do they want so many prisoners for?” 
 
      
 
    The halflings looked morbid. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t know for certain,” Edal grumbled. “No one has ever come back.” 
 
      
 
    “So that wasn’t the first drak raid?” 
 
      
 
    “They do these raids two or three times a year in small numbers,” Lem answered angrily. “But we were always able to fend them off before. This time there were a lot of them...” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” I said. “And where are the prisoners being taken?” 
 
      
 
    “To their nest,” Lem answered. “They took my sister five years ago. We tracked them all the way to the nest, but we couldn’t get any further. There were too many of those creeps.” 
 
      
 
    “We tried going to war against them,” Edal said sadly. “We even assembled an army the likes of which we’d never assembled before. But when we got close to the nest, so many of them fell upon us that our whole grand host was reduced to a few battered dozens. We still haven’t recovered...” 
 
      
 
    “What about your mages?” I asked. “I saw one of them burning lizards.” 
 
      
 
    “They are few,” Lem sulked. “And now Boram has fallen. The draks try to kill our mages first of all.” 
 
      
 
    “Boram isn’t exactly one of us,” Edal clarified unexpectedly. “Sure, he is of our kind, but he lives... hm... he used to live somewhere in the mountains. Alone.” 
 
      
 
    “Well can I see his body?” 
 
      
 
    Lem and Edal shook their heads. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. The draks took it with them.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed in disappointment and decided to ask my final question. 
 
      
 
    “So, do explorers come around here often?” 
 
      
 
    The halflings traded glances. Their visages turned melancholy. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Edal answered shortly. 
 
      
 
    A-hem... Not much to go on. I wonder what the explorers ever did to them. Although, what difference does it make to me? It’s time to get going. 
 
      
 
    Without saying another word, I turned and headed toward the gates. Before I’d even made it ten steps though, Edal shouted out to me. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, hunter! We sent out messengers during the battle. Soon warriors will be coming here from every clan! And we’ll be moving on the drak nest to take back our families! We would certainly appreciate your help! Our Council of Clans will reward you generously!” 
 
      
 
    I stopped and turned. Edal was standing and grasping the fence. Head slightly raised in pride. Lower jaw jutting out. 
 
      
 
    “This is your war, halfling! And I am no mercenary!” I shook my head. “And beyond that... You wait in vain for reinforcements....” 
 
      
 
    Edal shuddered. His eyes widened. I could see his teeth clenching on his temples. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” he shouted. I could hear pain and mistrust in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Because all your emissaries died. I witnessed the draks kill every last one of them.” 
 
      
 
    I turned around and kept going. Behind me I heard a moan of despair. I felt sorry for the warrior. He must have had some family members taken by the draks. 
 
      
 
    I stopped at the gates. A few steps from the stockade wall, I saw an overturned cart of small barrels and boxes. One of the boxes was broken open. My eyes lit up! Bread! 
 
      
 
    I walked a circle around the cart, got down on one knee and picked up an elongated, thick, gray flatbread off the ground. I thought about it, looked around and picked up another two. I call that decent compensation for the heads of ten draks. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was the middle of day five since I’d left the halfling village and set out on the trail of the draks. At first it ran along the forest edge, but on day three it veered sharply to the northeast and we had to make across open terrain. 
 
      
 
    I tried to be sure the canopy of invisibility was never off us. That spell helped us avoid needless attention from the valley’s predators. Honestly, there were a few times that we had to pacify some especially persistent creatures. 
 
      
 
    Our mission was complicated by the fact that the draks’ trail was, in point of fact, littered with corpses. I started coming across the first halfling bodies, picked clean by scavengers, a few hours after we started our pursuit. They must have been lightly wounded during the assault and, without sufficient care, died from their injuries. 
 
      
 
    The longer I followed the bloody trail of the lizards, the more I started to hate them. The unfortunate halflings had been marching all that time without breaks for sleep or food. But by the end of day five, I caught up to the dread caravan nevertheless. 
 
      
 
    The draks finally stopped on the shore of a small lake. The halflings, still tied to long poles, were lying motionless. Side by side, as a matter of fact. It was hard to look at the poor halflings. From afar they resembled fish on a stringer. 
 
      
 
    By the way, there were now a lot more draks than when they stormed the village. The main warband must have been joined by some smaller groups along the way. All told I counted up around two hundred lizards against seventy halflings. 
 
      
 
    I could see the prisoners were suffering but, alas, couldn’t do anything for them. At first, honestly, I did seriously consider one plan. Sneaking into the camp at night and setting all the prisoners free, then letting them decide how to make use of their freedom. Even if they didn’t manage to escape, at least they’d die fighting. But then I tallied up all the pros and cons and came to the conclusion that one of the draks would surely detect me, whether by smell or some other sense. And then I would die myself and put Gorgie in the grave for nothing. And then – Mee and Maya too. While I’m alive – those I care for also live. So, my main and solitary goal right now is to find a hunter marker and activate it... 
 
      
 
    Seven more days passed after the stop on the lakeshore. All that time I was trailing the drak caravan, trying to always keep a safe distance and, with Gorgie’s help, to always stay downwind of them. 
 
      
 
    Every day it got harder and harder to follow the draks because smaller bands kept joining the caravan like streams converging with a big river. By the time we reached their huge rock formation, the lizard pack was up to just under five hundred strong. 
 
      
 
    The whole surface of the cliff was pocked with openings, which made it look like a giant wheel of cheese from afar. But the closer I got, the more it reminded me of something else... 
 
      
 
    That’s it! Master Chi’s Hive! The unpleasant memories made a chill run down my spine. For a moment I thought: am I actually in the Wastes right now? I furiously rubbed my face and ears, which quickly brought me back to my senses. 
 
      
 
    The area around the cliff was different. There was less greenery, but more rocks. A few of them were positively massive. Gorgie and I were happy to see that. More places to hide. 
 
      
 
    There was a wide road leading to the foot of the cliff. At first I didn’t notice, but then it hit me. The road was paved! Due to the thick layer of sand and dirt, it wasn’t obvious everywhere, but it was a true road paved with large regularly shaped cobblestones. 
 
      
 
    It could hardly have been the work of the half-savage lizards. They must have built their nest here much later. The previous owners had either been eaten or had already long abandoned the area. 
 
      
 
    The road, smoothly curving around heaps of stone, dove down into a dark passage at the foot of the cliff. And the convoy of draks and their halfling prisoners disappeared right into its dark gaping maw. 
 
      
 
    I watched the halflings closely. In my soul I was hoping that one of them would attempt to rise up against their drivers. But not a single one of them made any moves. So does this mean they’ve made peace with their inevitable demise? Or are they hoping nobody will kill them? Or maybe they’re thinking, like Edal, that a nonexistent warband will come soon to rescue them at the behest of the council of clans? 
 
      
 
    When the road was clear, we decided to go closer to the cave entrance. As soon as we did that, I immediately saw the thing I made this whole difficult and dangerous trek to find. 
 
      
 
    It would have been hard to miss the symbol of the monster hunters. 
 
      
 
    “Heh! It really does look just like a snake from a distance!” I muttered to Gorgie, who was lying next to me. 
 
      
 
    The harn had no response. He was tensely keeping an eye on our surroundings. My brother really didn’t like it here. Every now and again, he would tell me the cliff was in fact teeming with lizards of various sizes and levels. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s activate the marker and see where it takes us,” I reassured him. “If things go awry, we’ll leave straight away.” 
 
      
 
    Renewing the canopy of invisibility, I took a few breaths in and out. A bit calmer, I headed for the marker. Gorgie stayed among the stones to wait for me. 
 
      
 
    With every footstep, my heartbeat grew stronger, threatening to pump out of my chest at any moment. 
 
      
 
    I stopped a step away from the wall and stared at the familiar design. It’s true, they really are snakes! Whichever craftsman made this design had rendered two scaled reptiles instead of the typical fishhooks. Right where the eyes of the hooks should have been there were snake heads, while the curved tails ended in a tooth. Beautiful! I actually had to admire the impeccable design. At the very least, now it was clear why the halflings called it that. 
 
      
 
    I extended my hand forward and felt the elongated groove with my fingers. But nothing happened. Was it really just a design?! That just could not be! The hunters didn’t just leave their markers any old place! Then I hit upon the overdue thought that, unlike the markers I’d seen before, for some reason this one was highly visible. 
 
      
 
    Feverishly picking through random musings, I patted down the symbol’s entire protruding surface. Either this is simply a pretty decoration marking the cave entrance, or the local monster hunters were so confident in their strength that they simply thought there was no point hiding. 
 
      
 
    When I was just about to spit angrily on the symbol, cliff and cave, my pointer finger felt a prick and a droplet of blood formed on the tip. 
 
      
 
    — Attention! Blood analysis: Positive. 
 
      
 
    — Mark activated. Would you like to continue route to next mark? 
 
      
 
    — Cost of service: 50 mana points. 
 
      
 
    Yes! It took some effort not to shout for joy! I finally found the starting point! 
 
      
 
    After I gave permission, my mana supply immediately drained by fifty points. A familiar glowing arrow appeared before my eyes. To my surprise, it was ignoring the main cave entrance, instead suggesting that I walk a circle around the rock formation. I even took a few steps toward the dark gaping entrance, but the arrow insisted that I walk around the cliff instead. 
 
      
 
    Let’s go then! To be frank, I had been postponing the thought that I’d have to enter the lizard-infested cave until the very last. Thankfully it was now leading me away from the front door. 
 
      
 
    It took us around an hour to walk around the rock formation. On the way, we often had to stop and wait until some danger only Gorgie could sense had passed. But in the end, we made it to our destination. Honestly though, we were not too happy about where we ended up – the arrow was pointing us straight into a rock face. 
 
      
 
    My initial theory that this was once an entrance to the cave fell away all on its own. The wall was a solid monolith. At first I was baffled but then I remembered how we got into Stonetown and started patting down the rough surface millimeter by millimeter. A few hours later, the fickle goddess Fortuna finally blessed me with her smile. My fingers felt deep inside one of the narrow cracks and discovered a familiar set of elevated lines. 
 
      
 
    A short poke. A notification about successful blood analysis and the little crack started radiating dim blue light. A moment later, the light stretched out in a thin line to another little crack, then another still, connecting into a fairly wide and semi-transparent arc. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie and I exchanged glances and, without a word, walked through the bluish gray haze. 
 
      
 
    As soon as we got inside the cliff, the dim blue glow dissipated, and the wall turned back into a monolith. While Gorgie looked and sniffed around, I decided to look for the “keyhole” so we wouldn’t have to waste time on our way back out. 
 
      
 
    I found the symbol fairly quickly and told Gorgie to memorize its location. Okay, now if we have to retreat, we have a back door. 
 
      
 
    The tunnel we found ourselves in was clearly not of natural origin. Gnomes again. The workmanship was very similar to what I saw at the entrance to Stonetown. And it had the same glowing moss. A shiver ran down my spine. It was like I was back in the tunnels of the Crooked Mountains. I waved off the unpleasant memories and checked the arrow. Our “guide” was pointing us to the right. 
 
      
 
    Whereas I was a bit intimidated to be underground again, Gorgie was back in his element. His animal senses confirmed that nothing had walked these corridors for a long time. 
 
      
 
    Stepping carefully, we went forward. 
 
      
 
    It felt like the arrow was gradually leading us downward, into the very heart of the drak nest. 
 
      
 
    The corridors were replaced by tunnels, narrow passages – caves. And all the while we were going down. We didn’t see anything alive the whole time. Dust and oblivion were everywhere. Just once, as we crossed a fairly broad cave, we ran into an old skeleton. It was so ancient that its bones had turned black. Its clothing had already long turned to dust. To my great disappointment, we found nothing lying among the bones. No rings, no amulets – nothing. Even though I scoured every inch of the cave. Someone must have gotten to this body before me. 
 
      
 
    When I started thinking the underground passage was never going to end, the arrow brought us into a spacious cave and disappeared without a trace. 
 
      
 
    Here, unlike the cliff entrance, the door outlines were immediately apparent. I looked around for a keyhole, then groped for the indentation and marker with my fingers. After accepting its blood “tribute,” the door started giving off a dim blue glow. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go!” I said. 
 
      
 
    And as soon as I crossed the threshold, my nose was struck by the scent of shit, sweat, rot and blood. I looked around in a daze. We were standing at the far wall of a huge colonnaded hall. As far as the eye could see, its entire fairly large interior was filled with halfling prisoners. 
 
      
 
    In the very middle of the hall there towered a massive pillar made of an unknown material. Surprisingly, I guessed correctly that this pillar was none other than an otherworldly portal. But that was not all. My hunter senses were telling me this portal had transformed into a constantly open Gateway a long time ago. However, I couldn’t detect the telltale bitter flavor in my mouth, nor was there a horde of bloodthirsty monsters streaming out. 
 
      
 
    What the Bug is going on here?!! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    WE WERE IN THE SHADOWS, so no one reacted when we entered. Neither the halflings, nor their drak guards. Instantly throwing a Canopy over myself, I tried to calm down and make as sober an evaluation of the situation as I could. 
 
      
 
    First of all, I turned and felt for the magic door’s lock. Great! Now we can slip back into the tunnels at any moment. While I handled the door, Gorgie gave me a breakdown of the draks. The whole crowd of beaten-down halflings was guarded by ten lizards. The beasts were standing at the main entrance, which was the farthest section from us. 
 
      
 
    I looked around. The hall was rectangular. Forty yards long, twenty wide. I raised my head. I couldn’t see the ceiling in the darkness. 
 
      
 
    Lengthwise the hall was divided into eight sections by the columns. Every column was crowned with a six-foot snake-headed statue. I’d seemingly started to guess what the local monster hunters were. I wouldn’t be surprised to discover that all these half-savage lizards were none other than the descendants of the vanished hunters. 
 
      
 
    The ancient statues stared down at the proceedings below with a somber almost reproachful look. On the floor skeletons, skulls, dried vomit and shit, dark brownish-red bloodstains. If not for the tiny bits of patterned marble slab peeking out from beneath the layer of filth, I’d have thought I’d just found the lair of some fell beast. The incredible stench made tears well up in my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Amongst all the filth, there were half-living halflings sitting and lying on the floor. I looked at the unfortunate souls and understood – their spirits had been broken, crushed. I clenched my teeth in anger and clenched my fists until it hurt. I could already tell what I was about to do. 
 
      
 
    The halfling nearest me was seven paces away. He was sitting with his back against a column, his hands on his bent knees. He stood out to me right away. Seemingly, not all the halflings had been broken just yet. This one is just boring into the lizards with his eyes. And the short sharp-tipped bone that just so happened to be right beneath his hand said a lot. Overall, my choice was obvious. 
 
      
 
    I ordered Gorgie to stay put and, walking slowly and placing my feet carefully with every step, came closer to the column. Walking up behind the wee fellow, I whispered in halfling tongue: 
 
      
 
    “Stay quiet and don’t turn around.” 
 
      
 
    The halfling twitched in surprise. His right hand reached for the bone. But I must give him his due. He quickly got himself in hand. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” he rasped. 
 
      
 
    “A temporary ally,” I said, and then decided to bend the truth a bit to make it more plausible: “I am an explorer. I was hired by Edal and Lem. Know ‘em?” 
 
      
 
    The halfling shuddered in excitement and gave an overly violent nod. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t move,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” the halfling whispered guiltily. 
 
      
 
    “Your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Elun,” the halfling answered and added: “Edal is my older brother.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Now that you say it, you do have similar faces. Just you have chestnut hair.” 
 
      
 
    The halfling breathed a sigh of relief, and his mouth stretched out into a smile. Looks like he bought it. 
 
      
 
    “How is he?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I answered, looking around. “He just took a slight beating. But he’ll live.” 
 
      
 
    “How did he survive? Did the other clans come to our aid? Is their warband already outside?” 
 
      
 
    Questions were gushing out of the halfling like a burst water main. 
 
      
 
    “Shut it!” I hissed. “There is no warband outside. All your messengers were intercepted during the assault. The draks and their guide who stayed behind to guard your wives and children were killed by me.” 
 
      
 
    Elun’s brows crept upward. 
 
      
 
    “By yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “Not exactly,” I answered and said: “Turn your head slowly to the right. Just don’t even think of making a peep.” 
 
      
 
    The halfling did as he was told, tilted his head at first, then turned it to the right. Two green animal eyes stared back at him from the darkness. 
 
      
 
    Elun froze for an instant, but very quickly got his fear under control. He turned his head back just as slowly and quietly asked: 
 
      
 
    “How did you get in here? The corridors are infested with draks.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll see for yourself soon enough,” I assured him and asked: “Why are you all being held here? What is going on here?” 
 
      
 
    The halfling frowned, clenched his fists and hissed with malice in his voice: 
 
      
 
    “Every few hours, the poisonteeth come and sacrifice a few of us at the foot of the towering pillar in the middle of the hall.” 
 
      
 
    I’d seen something like this before. 
 
      
 
    “What are they getting out of this?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The halfling shrugged his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Nobody knows.” 
 
      
 
    “Why are the lizards only guarding the front door?” I kept asking. 
 
      
 
    “What other door should they be guarding?” 
 
      
 
    The halfling’s answer came as a complete surprise. 
 
      
 
    “That one there, opposite you,” I said. “Can’t you see?” 
 
      
 
    I could make out the outline of a fairly wide door on the opposite wall between two columns. The fact that the halfling couldn’t see it took me by complete surprise. 
 
      
 
    Hm... Now this is getting interesting. I’ll have check quick before I leave. My hands started physically itching. Was I really gonna get to dig through the bins of the local hunters? 
 
      
 
    And while I checked, I’d have to explain to my new friend what he should do. 
 
      
 
    “I see you aren’t planning to just give up so easy,” I said, hinting at the sharpened bone under his hand. “Are there any more halflings like you?” 
 
      
 
    He turned his head and looked over all his kin as if with new eyes. 
 
      
 
    “There are,” he finally answered confidently. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!” I smiled. “Seven steps away, right behind you is the entrance to a secret tunnel that leads to freedom. The passage is safe. But only I can open it. Your mission is to tell your more unwavering buddies about that without drawing attention. We need to try and get as many of your kin out of here as possible. They should be ready to get underway at any moment. Can you handle that?” 
 
      
 
    The halfling nodded confidently. Without saying another word, he unstuck from the wall and slowly crawled toward a large halfling lying a few paces away from the next column. 
 
      
 
    I then, not wasting time, walked along the wall toward the uncanny door. Gorgie started after me, but I ordered him to stay put. I couldn’t bring myself to recall him though. His senses would be useful. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, I was standing next to the “invisible” door. When I noticed the hunter symbol keyhole, I realized why nobody other than me could see this door. 
 
      
 
    After sharing a droplet of blood with the marker, I hurriedly stepped into the bluish gray haze. Before that, I looked around attentively. Neither the draks nor the noticeably invigorated halflings had noticed a thing. 
 
      
 
    After I crossed the threshold, I stopped to get accustomed to the dim greenish glow of the walls. The omnipresent gnomish moss seemingly ignored all barriers, including magical ones. 
 
      
 
    When my eyes got used to the light, and I saw where I was, my lips stretched out into a satisfied smile. 
 
      
 
    A hunters’ armory! 
 
      
 
    In comparison with the Stonetown and Fort Stout armories, the dimensions of this room came as a pleasant surprise. But its contents were a letdown. I took a grim stroll along the barren dusty shelves and muttered curses at whoever had plundered this place before I got to it. Everything on the shelves was turned inside out or upside down. 
 
      
 
    Those elongated chests are supposed to contain potions of satiety. And over there are smashed trays that should hold Blots. I walked over some haphazardly strewn boxes with rounded edges. I found Ticks in similar boxes in Fort Stout. 
 
      
 
    What dirtbags! They didn’t leave anything behind! 
 
      
 
    Running my gaze over the thoroughly looted arsenal, I sighed in disappointment. Based on the state of disarray, my “associates” were in a hurry and not planning to return. 
 
      
 
    Turning away from the empty shelves, I started examining the walls. I activated Sixth Sense and my efforts were immediately crowned with success. My fingers hit upon a hard, protruding pattern. Behind it, there was something clearly magical deep inside the wall. 
 
      
 
    It was a small steel door. Already tasting all the interesting stuff I was about to discover, I pulled on the small patterned ring. 
 
      
 
    The neat indentation exhaled dust. Hurriedly sticking my hand into the opening, I felt a hard, elongated object. Well, at least it’s not empty! 
 
      
 
    A rectangular case made of an unknown coal-black material. Secretly hoping I’d just stumbled upon more stones confining highly dangerous spells, I opened the lid. 
 
      
 
    Damn! Inside it lie two thin scrolls, giving off a familiar pale blue magical glow. Just maps. Probably of the surroundings and interior of the cave. What earthly use could I possibly have for maps of a place that’s already been looted? 
 
      
 
    Giving a muffled curse, I walked along the wall a bit longer, feeling around on the stone surface but, alas, my luck had run out. 
 
      
 
    A-hem... Not a great haul, to put it lightly. 
 
      
 
    With a heavy sigh, I decided to activate what I had found. Just as I activated the first map, I suddenly realized that the system had not asked me to pay for either scroll. That must have been one of the advantages of my increased reputation with the order. 
 
      
 
    — Attention! Would you like to use item: Map of Ess-Shar? 
 
      
 
    Sure, if that’s what it’s called. 
 
      
 
    — Tab created: Map of Ess-Shar. 
 
      
 
    Seemingly, my guesses were not unfounded – this place was once a city of the monster hunters, and most of the beasts they encountered here were snakelike. But now it had turned into a mere den of half-savage bloodthirsty reptiles. 
 
      
 
    Knowing approximately what I was about to see, I opened the new tab. A diagram appeared before my eyes. Exactly right. This place used to be a city of the hunters. Now it’s just a normal cave crammed full of inactive traps. Honestly, the main supply was still flickering with a bit of life. Around one and a half percent of its total mana. That wouldn’t even be enough to activate a golem. Yes, yes. The snakelike statues that crown every column in the hall were combat golems. 
 
      
 
    But this energy is only enough to play around with a few doors, for example. The pillar in the middle of the hall, by the way, was not depicted at all. Must have been a later addition. A very strange structure, I found it eerily frightening. Although I sense no Darkness in it, my soul is bursting with an insurmountable burning desire to get as far from this place as possible. 
 
      
 
    Driving off the sullen thoughts, I activated the second scroll. 
 
      
 
    — Attention! You cannot use item: Complete Map of the Amber Continent! 
 
      
 
    ― Reason: 
 
      
 
    ― Requirement to use Complete Map of the Amber Continent: Rank of Senior Prior. 
 
      
 
    At first I didn’t realize what I’d just read. But when it hit me, I spent a bit of time just staring at a fixed point unblinking. 
 
      
 
    Amber Continent... Amber Continent... That’s it! The foxman had called his homeland the Emerald Forest, which in its turn was located in the Amberlands. And in its turn, on my continent, those lands were known as the Dark Continent. 
 
      
 
    Oh gods! This is a real treasure! 
 
      
 
    Honestly, I couldn’t use it yet, but reputation would come with time! 
 
      
 
    Hold on! I need to calm down, get myself together and remember where I am! 
 
      
 
    Breathe in, breathe out... Let’s go! Time to get out of this cesspit! 
 
      
 
    When I got to the exit, while standing in the doorway, I accidentally kicked a dust-coated rag. That rag just so happened to be sticking out of a wide dark niche in the wall. I noticed the niche only because the glowing moss hadn’t yet worked its way inside. My Sixth Sense didn’t show anything either. 
 
      
 
    I glanced into the dimly lit indentation and waited for my eyes to get used to the darkness. When I saw what was inside, I flinched sharply. In the darkness, I saw the dark eye sockets of a dead face staring right back at me. 
 
      
 
    I think every single hair on my body stood on end. I was a hair away from shitting my trousers. Gorgie started to get worried on the other side of the wall, having sensed my fear. I mentally reassured my friend and glanced back into the niche. 
 
      
 
    Based on its remaining clothes and height – this was the mummified body of a halfling. I pulled the skeleton out and started looking it over closely. Clearly not an associate of the old masters of this city. A newer arrival. The dry skin on his head and arms had yet to decay. 
 
      
 
    And here’s the cause of death. The shaft of a thick arrow was sticking out of the dead halfling’s body. I have never seen an arrow with such a thick shaft before. Or maybe it’s a very long crossbow bolt? 
 
      
 
    I’ll have to check. I pulled out the stick and took a closer look. Intricate carving. Unusual material. Either wood or steel. I can’t tell. The system identified it simply as a “broken arrow.” No level or other figures were indicated. For the record, it didn’t have a tip either. It must be stuck in the body still. But I wasn’t going to go digging around in a mummy’s guts. 
 
      
 
    Turning the creepy arrow over in my hands, I thought. 
 
      
 
    So then, this dead halfling had access to the armory? Maybe he’s the one who cleaned it out? But then where’s all the stuff he stole? I found nothing on his body. Searching visually, I saw something dark inside the niche. 
 
      
 
    Ah, there it is! Looks like a bag! 
 
      
 
    — Ephemeral Backpack of the Wanderer. 
 
      
 
    — Type: Magical objects. 
 
      
 
    — Rarity: Epic. 
 
      
 
    — Effect: 
 
      
 
    — +30 ephemeral inventory slots. 
 
      
 
    — Items may be stored 5 times as long. 
 
      
 
    — Carried items weigh 5 times less. 
 
      
 
    — Note: 
 
      
 
    ― After equipped, becomes part of wearer until death 
 
      
 
    I gulped loudly. Now here’s a discovery! My hands shivering, I raised the backpack to the light and opened it. 
 
      
 
    — Attention! Would you like to use item: Ephemeral Backpack of the Wanderer? 
 
      
 
    After I gave my agreement, the backpack dissolved into thin air, and a new message appeared before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    — Tab created: Ephemeral Backpack of the Wanderer. 
 
      
 
    I opened the new tab and saw a few filled slots. Three of them contained money of various denominations and values for a total of two hundred thirty gold. There was also a slot with sixty esses. No tablets though. And no wonder. Most try to use those things right away. Three slots left to check. 
 
      
 
    It was three messenger amulets. Two of them were written in some garbled tongue. I couldn’t even read the description. Just pure nonsense. 
 
      
 
    But when I picked up the third, I shuddered. I lost my breath. My heart started beating twice as fast. 
 
      
 
    Messenger Amulet. 
 
      
 
    — Type: Single-use artifact. 
 
      
 
    — Rarity: Epic. 
 
      
 
    — Effect: 
 
      
 
    — Conveys a message. 
 
      
 
    — Note: 
 
      
 
    — Activates only in the hands of the recipient. 
 
      
 
    — Recipient: “My family.” 
 
      
 
    — Sender: Ivar Bergman. 
 
      
 
    — Disappears after use. 
 
      
 
    — Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    My legs buckled and I slid down the wall onto the floor. How could this be? I read the description another few times. At first, I thought there must have been other Bergmans walking this earth. But then the system offered to let me activate the amulet and, after a taste of my blood, gave an unexpectedly positive result. 
 
      
 
    A letter written by my older brother came before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Father! Mother! 
 
      
 
    My dear family, if you are reading this, it means I am no longer alive... 
 
      
 
    I know I have wronged you! And it eats at my heart! But I could not have done otherwise! I was trying to protect you! 
 
      
 
    It all started the day I won the tournament. Remember I took a slash to the forearm and the healing mage who was there for the occasion healed my wound and didn’t take a single coin from you? Mom, you were very afraid for me then. And you dad, spent a long time praising that mage for his selflessness. Well, I for one rue that day and that encounter! Because that is precisely where it all started! 
 
      
 
    A little while after the tournament, the Baron’s scouts approached me and encouraged me to join the military. But I refused! Because I dreamed of working with you my whole life, dad! I never told you because I didn’t want you to try and persuade me to accept the Baron’s men’s offer. After all, military service has always been a respected profession. But afterward I realized you never would have done that. 
 
      
 
    The scouts spoke with me another few times, but I refused again and again. And then he came to me. It was a mage. He told me I now belonged to the Order of Mages. 
 
      
 
    Later I realized that it was all to do with my blood. In my veins flows the blood of the Ancients. It is a very rare gift... Which for me became a curse. There’s a major hunt for those who bear the blood of the Ancients. The powers that be carry on invisible wars for those like me. 
 
      
 
    As I’m sure you’ve already guessed, it all started with that ill-fated wound at the tournament. The mage healer recognized me as a carrier. Always keep your guard up around healers! Almost every one of them is a spy for the Order of Mages! 
 
      
 
    When I left home, I was placed with a group of ten newcomers and sometime later we were transferred to the capital of Fradia. In Ironville, the ten of us were enlisted in the Imperial select expeditionary corps of his radiance Count Milon. Now I think the whole expedition was partially arranged by the Order specifically to get me to the Dark Continent. Those brutes just love to weave their multi-level intrigues. 
 
      
 
    Never doubt what I have written here! There is nary a whit of exaggeration. The blood of the Ancients is a key that can unlock many secrets! 
 
      
 
    The Count’s ships wrecked on the shore of the Dark Continent. Everyone on my ship sank beneath the waves. What became of the rest I do not know. 
 
      
 
    But I got lucky. I was rescued by a good man who then became my teacher. He was a Wanderer. He taught me to travel between worlds. 
 
      
 
    At first, I was desperate to return home to you. You were probably told I died. But little by little I started to realize that, if I were to be “rise from the grave,” I would be putting you in mortal danger. Mages have their ways of getting rid of inconvenient witnesses. 
 
      
 
    I chose the path of the Wanderer! The main objective of every Wanderer is the search for the Original World! The world of the Ancients or the Departed! That is where we will find the answers to all the biggest questions of existence! 
 
      
 
    All the chatter about the world of the Ancients was most likely legend or fable! Or so we thought until this very day! We finally found an untainted portal! 
 
      
 
    But then He came for us! Our Archnemesis! 
 
      
 
    We are holding the line now, but we won’t last long! We don’t have much time... 
 
      
 
    We cast lots – one of us is to hide with all our amulets. In case he is also captured, we sealed our amulets inside these messages for those we trust implicitly. No one will be able to so much as read the description of my messenger if they are not a member of my family – not even the sender or recipient. Whoever the lot chooses will be the only one who knows where to deliver the messages in these amulets. 
 
      
 
    As you might have guessed, given I am writing this letter – the goddess Fortuna has made her choice... 
 
      
 
    Farewell! 
 
      
 
    Once finished reading the letter, I lowered my head. There was a little disk of silver in my hand which could easily be confused for a regular old coin. I glanced at the description. 
 
      
 
    Amulet of the Wanderer. 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Conveyance magic. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― A legendary artifact of extraordinary rarity, this amulet allows its bearer to use Otherworldly Portals with no restrictions. The main feature of the artifact consists in the fact that, once its bearer reaches the otherworld, they will not need to seek a victim to be reborn. 
 
      
 
    ― Warning! 
 
      
 
    ― Only select individuals may use the Amulet of the Wanderer! 
 
      
 
    ― Expends 10000 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― Has no weight. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie called out to me, tearing me from the daze. Something was happening out there, beyond the wall. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    HURRIEDLY STEPPING through the magical doorway, I found myself in the colonnaded hall yet again. I could immediately sense Gorgie’s relief. I took a quick look around. No one else had noticed that I entered. And no wonder. All the halflings’ attention was directed at the front door. 
 
      
 
    Two slumping dark outlines had appeared in the wide passage. From a distance, there was no telling what kind of beasts they were. But I think I can guess what is happening. The poisonteeth must have come. The ones Elun was referring to. They were here to make more sacrifices. 
 
      
 
    In comparison with normal draks, the poisonteeth or whatever they were, didn’t make a big impression with their physical presence. Little slouching black lizards. Though honestly, clearly larger than halflings. 
 
      
 
    When the black beasts came near the portal, I got a good look at what I was up against. They were in fact poisonteeth. Both level thirty. Nimble. It’s plain to see – their agility and speed figures are sky high. And based on the name, they’re venomous. 
 
      
 
    The halflings noticeably came to life. Took a step back in fear. Like ripples in water after one throws a rock. 
 
      
 
    Running my gaze over the bunched up halflings, I found Elun. The halfling I’d chosen, surrounded by dozens of his distraught countrymen, was a few steps away from the black lizards. I noticed the pipsqueaks were brandishing shards of bone and rocks. 
 
      
 
    What is he doing?! I told him where the tunnel entrance is! And then it hit me. There were around seventy prisoners in the room, based on my estimation. Most of them are just simple halflings. Peasants, craftsmen, traders. But the ones bunched up around Elun look to be warriors. I glanced Gorgie’s way – a few steps from him, the very youngest halflings were all crouched down. 
 
      
 
    Now I see what Elun is planning. He and his brothers in arms want to save the youngest first. And will be covering their retreat. 
 
      
 
    I understand that this is not my war, and that Gorgie and I should get out of here, but I have to admire these tormented and half-living but not yet broken warriors. I suddenly realized distinctly that, if I didn’t help these poor souls right now, I’d regret it for the rest of my life. 
 
      
 
    I quickly walked over to Gorgie, and he nuzzled his armored forehead into my chest, reproaching me for the long absence. I walked closer to the magic “lock.” 
 
      
 
    I was about to activate the marker when I suddenly remembered the map. 
 
      
 
    I’m such a screwup! Smacking myself on the forehead, I reached for my map tab. 
 
      
 
    So... What do we have here? I squinted. What if we try something like this? 
 
      
 
    I quickly found the activators for all the magic traps around the colonnaded hall and got started. 
 
      
 
    First of all, I opened the door to the secret tunnel, then the one leading outside as well. There was enough energy in the supply to hold them open a few days at least. 
 
      
 
    No one in the hall reacted to the door opening. Everyone was concentrated on the simmering conflict near the portal. Elun and his cohort were standing at their full height opposite the poisonteeth, who were hissing at them. The crowd of halflings lurched forward menacingly. I saw a few draks jerk their flat heads up toward the ceiling, and a loud cackling hiss carried over the hall. Echoing off the walls, the vile sound bounced down the corridors and stone tunnels of the cave, notifying every reptile in the area of the uprising. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled ravenously. Now you are in for quite the surprise! Quickly looking for the main door mechanism on the map, I chose “close.” 
 
      
 
    Just in the nick of time. I could already hear rustling, scraping and many lizards impatiently hissing from the darkness of the passage. There were dozens if not hundreds of them rushing to heed the call. 
 
      
 
    The big huge slab inside the wall shuddered and started coming down. Despite the many centuries of idleness, the magic lock was still working properly. The mechanism, meanwhile, did not seem to have survived its many years of neglect. Crunch, scrape, dust! The slab stopped before it had even closed a quarter of the way. I pursed my lips in anger. Damn! 
 
      
 
    But the door, unexpectedly, as if remembering the task its ancient creators had made it to perform, gave another interior crunch and slammed down full force. 
 
      
 
    The boom was so deafening that I lost my hearing for a bit. When the dust had settled, I saw that the main entrance was closed up dead tight. Truth be told, the whole surface of the stone slab was covered with scratches. 
 
      
 
    The falling door served as a signal for the halflings. Snarling furiously, they threw themselves on their attackers. A dozen draks and two poisonteeth against almost eighty frothing-mad halflings. The lizards didn’t stand a single chance. In a matter of seconds, the wave of pipsqueaks had the hissing reptiles pinned to the ground. 
 
      
 
    The young halflings bolted over to join in, but I stopped them with a cry. 
 
      
 
    “This way! Don’t waste time! Faster!” 
 
      
 
    A few of them shuddered at my voice from the darkness, but then they reacted properly – they came running my way. Elun did well instructing them all. He’d even managed to organize them in some fashion. I obviously hadn’t just chosen some simple halfling. 
 
      
 
    The first halflings that ran over to our hiding spot stopped still as statues. They’d seen Gorgie. 
 
      
 
    “What are you stopping for?!” I shouted at them. “Go in! Run! We don’t have much time!” 
 
      
 
    The smallest and grimiest of them unexpectedly bolted off first and, trying not to look at the scaled monster’s terrible fangs, whisked forward. They stopped for a second before entering the dimly glowing passage. 
 
      
 
    “Come on!” I barked. 
 
      
 
    “Hrn!” Gorgie added. 
 
      
 
    Squeezing their eyes closed, the halfling bolted forward. Like they were diving into a whirlpool. 
 
      
 
    “You alive over there?!” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Y-yes! I just hurt my knee!” came a tender feminine squeak. 
 
      
 
    Hm... I guess she’s a girl. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what are you all standing around for?!” I shouted to the others. “Look, even the girl wasn’t afraid!” 
 
      
 
    That brought them all to their senses, and they dashed forward all at once. 
 
      
 
    “Careful! One at a time! Like this!” I encouraged the halflings as they ran past. “Run as far as you can up the tunnel! All the way to the exit!” 
 
      
 
    While the throng of halflings gradually turned into a more or less organized procession, I glanced toward the fight. 
 
      
 
    It was all as good as over. The bloodied bodies of the lizards were lying on the floor. The halflings also took some damage. Twenty were down for the count. And about as many were wounded. 
 
      
 
    I searched for Elun with my gaze. He was sitting with his back against the black body of a poisontooth. His right shoulder had turned into a bloodied piece of meat. But he has a smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    Thinking briefly, I ran up to him. The Canopy had already disappeared, and our gazes met. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, explorer!” he rasped. “Now I will die a warrior’s death!” 
 
      
 
    His tongue was stumbling. Blood was seeping from his wounds without end. The chestnut hair on his forehead was soaked with sweat. 
 
      
 
    “Not so fast,” I grumbled and took a few flasks of potion of satiety from my backpack. 
 
      
 
    Several of Elun’s fighters were watching me. I could read hope in their eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Drink!” I said, handing out bulbs to each of them. “It won’t heal you fully, but it will restore your life force.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t waste any on me,” Elun objected hoarsely, pushing the bulb in my hand away. “A poisontooth got to me...” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be a fool! Drink!” I insisted and in fact forced the potion down his throat. 
 
      
 
    The pallor on the halfling’s face was replaced with a light rosy glow. The crimson haze gradually started to go out of his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “There you go,” I said. “The poison won’t be gone so easily, but you will live for the time being. Here!” 
 
      
 
    I extended him another few bulbs. Elun, obviously already having made peace with death, looked at me again as if for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “You’re an explorer, right?” he asked unexpectedly. 
 
      
 
    “What difference does it make now?” I chuckled, helping him up. 
 
      
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Eric.” 
 
      
 
    “Remember Eric, from this day forward, you’ll never find a friend more loyal than Elun!” the halfling said solemnly in a still weak voice. “Know this – in our village you’ll always have food, warmth and a roof over your head!” 
 
      
 
    The halflings around us supported their leader with loud cries. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t have time to respond. A powerful blow shook the front door! Sand and pebbles rained down from above. 
 
      
 
    Then another blow! And another! And another! 
 
      
 
    Something truly enormous must have been trying to break into the hall! Gorgie washed a wave of panic over me! 
 
      
 
    I turned. The harn was shaking nervously after every blow. The scales on the nape of his neck stood on end. The beast was beside himself. He was baring his teeth and snarling softly. This was the first time I could remember something like this happening to him. 
 
      
 
    Driving the halflings on with words and pushing them with my hands, I was nervously staring at the shuddering door. From above, somewhat larger stones started falling out of the darkness. 
 
      
 
    — Would you like to summon Longtailed Ysh Spirit? 
 
      
 
    After I said yes, my supply was instantly drained of six hundred mana points. The semi-transparent giant snake appeared out of thin air and curled around my body, forcing the halflings running next to me to shout in fear. 
 
      
 
    I should note that I summoned my ghostly snake just in the nick of time. A strong impact hit my back and I was sent flying forward like a whirligig. I rolled over the sharp stones and stayed there, lying on my back with my arms and legs splayed helplessly to the sides. My eyes went dark for an instant. But I didn’t have time to cool off. Gorgie appeared at my side in a burst and jerked me to my feet, pushing my back with his head. As if to say, let’s go! Let’s go already! 
 
      
 
    Shaking my head, I kept running on my wobbly legs. Out of the corner of my eye, I glanced at my shield. 
 
      
 
    ― 16538/20000. 
 
      
 
    Woah! I took a pretty serious thrashing! 
 
      
 
    But a second later, I realized I’d actually had untold luck. 
 
      
 
    A boulder the size of a goat’s head slammed down right on top of the halfling running to my right with a terrible whistling sound. The crunch and vile squelching of flesh made me pick up the pace. 
 
      
 
    After that, more stone fragments rained down from the darkness above. The murderous cracking of stones, the bone-chilling cries of the wounded, the hard, powerful blows – it all mixed together into one monstrous cacophony. 
 
      
 
    The triangular head of the Ysh was watching every falling stone closely. It reacted instantly to one elongated chunk of rock, tensing its thick scaled rings tight. And I didn’t have to wait long for the payoff – my shield dropped another seven hundred points. 
 
      
 
    I’d almost made it to the columns when Gorgie gave a warning roar that made me whip all the way around. 
 
      
 
    The wall to the right was bulging and covered in wide cracks. And dark nimble bodies were clambering out of the cracks. 
 
      
 
    “Poisonteeth!” shouted one of the halflings. 
 
      
 
    I counted six of the brutes. Hissing loudly and menacingly, they dashed straight at the crowd of halflings near the tunnel entrance. 
 
      
 
    I extended my hand and activated Ram. The glimmering lilac ball sent the venomous monsters flying back. Like ugly ragdolls, they slammed into the sharp stone edges protruding from the deformed walls. The places they hit were immediately painted a shade of crimson. I waved off the last of six messages. 
 
      
 
    — You have attacked Poisontooth (30)! 
 
      
 
    — Critical hit. You have dealt 560 damage! 
 
      
 
    Great! Six crits! 
 
      
 
    When I was just a few more yards away from the columns, the cracks the poisonteeth were climbing out of started growing wider with loud crunches. In fact, the very same thing was happening in almost every direction. 
 
      
 
    Different lizards started slipping through the especially wide cracks. I stopped and looked around. I saw the clumsy bodies of the draks, black tails of the poisonteeth, and veiny neck frills of the guides. All that time, the powerful blows at the front door just kept coming. I was forming the impression that this whole snake den had gone batty. I didn’t want to consider who or what was trying to get into the hall through the main entrance. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the hall was gradually starting to fill with enemies. I threw on a canopy of invisibility, stood with my back to the escape tunnel and, slowly walking backwards, started casting ice arrows at the most enthusiastic villains. 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Elun disappear through the door, supported on two sides by other fighters. I smiled. It worked! There was one last group of halflings left before we could leave! 
 
      
 
    The periodic shockwaves were starting to damage the dark cave ceiling. Quite ponderous little rocks were flying down from above. A big huge sharp stalactite fell right into a dense group of running lizards. 
 
      
 
    — You have killed Poisontooth (30)! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (6000). 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (10). 
 
      
 
    — You have killed Guide Drak (33)! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (6600). 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (10). 
 
      
 
    — You have killed Drak (25)! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (5000). 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (10). 
 
      
 
    The walls bulged in a few places and, unable to take it, burst. A cloud of stone shrapnel cut down half the remaining halflings in one go. Some died right away while others fell to the floor and squealed, clutching at the stumps of their severed limbs. 
 
      
 
    I also got hit. But the Ysh was vigilantly on guard keeping me safe. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie, as if knowing where every little stone would land, easily and even playfully dodged the sharp stones. 
 
      
 
    “It’s time!” I shouted, not even hearing my own voice. 
 
      
 
    But at that very moment, the goddess Fortuna turned her back on us. 
 
      
 
    The next fearsome blow was particularly destructive. The stone slab which had been blocking the entrance all that time ceased to exist. Shattering into hundreds of deadly fragments, the passage effectively doubled in size. So who or what has been trying to get in here with such fury? 
 
      
 
    The edges of the passage started to give. Large pieces of stone, breaking away from the larger formation, fell to the floor, giving rise to underground shockwaves of monstrous force. A few columns broke with a crack, and the snake statues that crowned them slammed to the floor. 
 
      
 
    The column the secret passage was behind also took damage. It cracked plaintively in a few places and fell to rubble, meanwhile blocking my only path to freedom. 
 
      
 
    And the column was just the beginning. The sloping stone ceiling gave a shudder and started to collapse, entombing the unfortunate halflings who had yet to get into the passage. The dust was still settling, but I already knew – I’d have to find another way out. 
 
      
 
    I quickly recalled Gorgie because, after the last halflings died, all the lizards started focusing on my pet. 
 
      
 
    The beasts greeted the harn’s disappearance with disappointed hissing. And I could understand. All that effort down the drain. But it was hard to tell where I was, sheltered beneath a canopy of invisibility and hidden by all the commotion. 
 
      
 
    I watched them bustle around, sitting a step away from a dead guide drak. Or rather what was left of him. A big huge stalactite had splattered the lizard like a rotten tomato. His guts were strewn about the rocks. Dust and small debris stuck to them, they gave off a vile stench of shit and blood. But I was hoping for that very smell. I was certain that reeking stench would make it impossible to smell me. And I wasn’t wrong. The prowling brutes didn’t pay me any mind. 
 
      
 
    During my several minute pause, I took a little look around. The shockwaves had stopped, but not the turmoil by the entrance. Something was pushily trying to make it through the rubble. Based on the powerful hissing, it was something huge and terrible. Even the lizards are shuddering at the sounds. 
 
      
 
    I gulped quietly. My gaze landed on the massive pillar in the middle of the room. The portal had not suffered one bit in the calamity. As a matter of fact, not a single stone had fallen near it. Even though I can definitely remember a big rockfall over there. 
 
      
 
    And another thing... The lizards were trying to stay as far from the portal as possible. The small area around the pillar was reminiscent of a serene island in the midst of a stormy sea. 
 
      
 
    I had to take advantage of that… 
 
      
 
    Slowly, almost without breathing, I headed toward the portal. 
 
      
 
    When any of the lizards turned their heads or stuck out their split tongues, my gait changed instantly. My footsteps were cautious, calculating. It seemed one of them could hiss and fall on me at any moment. Then, the foot I’d raised to take a step froze and I spent a long time letting my eyes wander as Takeda taught me. There were times when I wanted to run the ten-yard span and get it over with, but I held back. Something inside was telling me – abrupt movements now would only be my ruin. 
 
      
 
    I kept stubbornly moving forward for a long while. I think it must have been one of the physically shortest but also most perilous walks of my life. I finally reached my long-sought goal and wiped the sweat off my face. I almost tripped a few times, but I made it... Hm... Actually, what am I talking about?! I’m up to the crown of my head in shit! 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t touched the portal yet. I crouched down two paces away. I’d have to renew the canopy soon. Didn’t want to miss that. I checked my mana supply. Just over ten thousand. Thank the gods I’d gotten those crystals from the gnome when I did! 
 
      
 
    When I finished looking around, I raised my eyes and shuddered. Right where I’d just come from there was a guide drak standing perfectly still. He was sniffing all around the stalactite that had turned his kinsman into a bloodspot. When he reached the place I’d been sitting, the lizard’s head froze. His sticky tongue slithered out. Nothing happened for the first few seconds. I’d already started to think I’d gotten away with it. But suddenly the guide shuddered. His neck frill opened menacingly and vibrated. Turning his head right in my direction, the beast gave a loud extended hiss. 
 
      
 
    Heat engulfed my back. My face was burning. This son of a bitch has quite the sense of smell! 
 
      
 
    The guide’s hissing was joined by all the others right away, while the chaos around the rubble heap started again with renewed vigor. 
 
      
 
    The lizards instantly stopped their aimless wandering of the demolished hall and threw themselves at me, but stopped at a boundary only they could see, hissing and seething in impotence. I was surrounded on all sides. The nearest brute was at an arm’s reach. 
 
      
 
    But I knew what I was going to do next! I had one confined spell stone left! I looked at its characteristics maliciously. 
 
      
 
    Elemental Crystal “Earth Tremor.” 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Magic confinement crystal. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Epic. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Contains the spell “Earth Tremor.” 
 
      
 
    ― Earth Tremor. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― One of the most powerful earth magic spells, created by Master Terrence the Wise. 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Offensive/Area of Effect. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Epic. 
 
      
 
    ― Magic School: Earth. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Caster chooses a section of land and starts an earthquake there. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect – 15. 
 
      
 
    ― Expends 5000 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― Radius of effect: 165 feet. 
 
      
 
    ― Duration: 5 minutes. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Must have reputation 2000 with the Monster Hunters to purchase. 
 
      
 
    ― Price: 500 tokens. 
 
      
 
    ― Crystal disappears after activation. 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    I activated muckwalker’s defensive aura and got ready to unleash the spell. I understood that the defensive aura and Ysh spirit likely wouldn’t be enough to save me from the powerful spell. Causing an earthquake while deep under a mountain – that’s suicide. I also was not feeding any illusions about the portal conveying an unseen protective field. Yes, the gateway to the otherworld would not be destroyed by the spell, but I was certainly not going to be so lucky. I didn’t want to think about death. But if I am going to die, better to go out loudly and stamping my feet! 
 
      
 
    The vile hissing cut into my ears. A deafening blow shook the walls. Between the heaps of sharp stone and earth there appeared something enormous and pale. I was shackled by primordial horror. 
 
      
 
    A serpent of colossal dimensions slithered into the hall like a big heavy white ribbon. The lizards all leapt away in fear. The snake, in no rush whatever, curved a circle around the portal and stopped opposite me. The beast wound up into a few coils, spiraled around one of the stalactites and raised its rhomboid head menacingly. The spiked tip of her tail stood on end, quivering gently. 
 
      
 
    It was Her! The Queen of the draks! A level-eighty creature! 
 
      
 
    A deafening hiss in my head made me shudder. 
 
      
 
    — Attention! You have been subjected to mental magic! 
 
      
 
    ― Attack repulsed! 
 
      
 
    Another hiss! This one sharper, more spiteful! 
 
      
 
    — Attention! You have been subjected to mental magic! 
 
      
 
    ― Attack repulsed! 
 
      
 
    The snake’s head raised up several yards. Her rhomboid neck frill grew larger and started vibrating. The brute was going berserk. 
 
      
 
    Strangely enough though, repulsing the psychic attacks brought me to my senses. Mortified, I unconsciously pressed my back up against the pillar. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You may only cross over after activating the amulet! 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to activate Amulet of the Wanderer? 
 
      
 
    ― Warning! Only select individuals may perform this action! 
 
      
 
    My mouth gaped, blindsided. Everything inside me went cold! Quickly taking the little silver disk from my backpack, I gave my assent. 
 
      
 
    I felt a painful prick in my palm. The surprise just about made me drop the artifact. 
 
      
 
    ― Please wait! Analyzing... 
 
      
 
    As the messages jumped in before my eyes, I completely forgot where I was. The Queen of the draks, as if sensing something amiss, jerked in my direction. 
 
      
 
    In response, I decided to try the black lightning trick again. Clutching a handful of black spheres, I was about to unleash the spell when a message appeared before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    — Attention! Blood analysis: Positive. 
 
      
 
    ― Amulet of the Wanderer activated successfully! 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to cross over? 
 
      
 
    — Cost of service: 10000 mana points. 
 
      
 
    The creature’s head was already close. And just then I gave my permission and was blanketed by darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    I CAME BACK to my senses in a single burst. Like diving up out of a whirlpool. And instantly gave a sharp twitch when I remembered the drak Queen’s fanged maw. I felt a dull pain in my entire body and winced. My eyes went dark. It was like an ice golem had stomped all over me. 
 
      
 
    I felt tears welling up unwittingly in my eyes, leaving hot trails running down my temples. 
 
      
 
    When the pain gradually started to recede, and I was able to think properly again I opened my eyes. Light. Gray. Overcast. I cautiously turned my neck and found myself lying on a heap of dusty rubbish in the middle of a rectangular room. Based on the sooty walls, there had been a fire here. But a very long time ago. Just the sheer amount of weeds and moss around. It must be some old home, but an abandoned one. And they didn’t want to clean up and move back in after the fire? Strange. 
 
      
 
    I looked around. To the left, huge rectangular windows where all I could see was a dirty gray sky. To the right, narrow doorways. A huge hole gaping in the ceiling, and beyond it I can see the next room, which has yet another hole in its ceiling. And beyond it another, and another. And I am lying right beneath all the holes. That means this is a tall building. Five stories. Abandoned due to fire. 
 
      
 
    It isn’t hard to guess: the portal exit just so happens to be located on the very top floor. Right above the top hole in the floor. And so I crashed right through all of them after popping out of the Gateway. 
 
      
 
    When I read through my messages, everything fell into place. I hadn’t died in the fall thanks to the Ysh spirit, muckwalker aura and my new artifact – Master Pyrus’ signet. The damage from the blow was so great that it drained all my shields to nil as well as my life and mana supplies, leaving the latter with a mere four points. 
 
      
 
    Oof, I wish Mee was here with me! Oh well, it’s no matter. I retrieved a bulb of satiety potion from my backpack and took a swallow of the healing elixir. My life and energy supplies went up seventy percent right away. Now Wisdom will get started refilling my mana. And in the meantime, I’ll also summon Gorgie. 
 
      
 
    Slowly lifting myself up on an elbow, I felt a slight dizziness. But a moment later, everything was back to normal. The pain gradually retreated as well. 
 
      
 
    I turned around, got up first on all fours and then, reeling – stood to my full height. I jerked my head upward and looked into a hole in the ceiling. A-hem. I took a pretty good tumble. 
 
      
 
    A cross-breeze traipsed through the room. It was chilly and uncomfortable. Although, what am I talking about? What building would be cozy after a fire? 
 
      
 
    I decided to walk over to the window. When I stopped at the opening and peeked outside, my head started spinning. I recoiled in fear and hurriedly walked backward. 
 
      
 
    I had never been up this high before! Now, at the very least, I get why I can only see the sky out the windows. 
 
      
 
    After soothing the tremor in my knees, I clutched onto a rusty steel cable sticking out of the wall and looked out again. I lost my breath right away. My heart started racing a mile a minute. How many floors does this thing have? 
 
      
 
    Gathering my courage, I stuck out my neck and glanced down. I counted twenty-two holes. I looked up. Approximately the same number. 
 
      
 
    There was a strong wind blowing outside. My eyes teared up right away. It seemed if I stuck my head out just a bit more, the stiff breeze would pick me up and carry me away like a tiny little blade of grass. 
 
      
 
    After I took a look around, I realized that I was in a massive city. A dead city, where almost all the buildings were just as tall and just as devoid of life as this one. 
 
      
 
    The broad windows gaped with black emptiness. Some of the giant buildings were partially demolished. As if fire had rained down on them from the heavens. The wide roadways and the walls of lower floors were covered with an unbroken carpet of vegetation. Seemingly, this city had been abandoned for a very long time. A huge square in the distance had gone untended so long it had sprouted a thick forest. I’m scared to even imagine how many people used to live here, and what forced them to abandon their homes. 
 
      
 
    Seemingly, I had truly been conveyed to a different world. I don’t remember ever hearing about cities such as this before. 
 
      
 
    By the way, speaking of that... When I remembered the portal, I decided to go up and take a closer look at it. I wonder how much time will have to pass for the Queen of the draks to calm down and leave that hall. I am not exactly burning with desire to spend time here. I’ll sit around a while and – right back. 
 
      
 
    Wandering the dark rooms, I eventually found a passage that led to the wide stone stairway that linked all the floors together. Slowly, listening to every sound, I went up the five stories. The door into the portal room was locked, but the wall next to it had a big gaping breach, so I easily made it inside and quickly found the portal. 
 
      
 
    It was a wide ovular arch. Right on the edge of the ill-fated hole I dropped through after crossing over. Built of rectangular blocks of either steel or stone, it reminded me of a big huge horseshoe. When I leaned against one of the blocks, I received a system notification. 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to cross over? 
 
      
 
    — Cost of service: 10000 mana points. 
 
      
 
    Great! It works! It doesn’t even need a blood analysis. However, it does eat through oodles of mana. By the way, how much had dripped into my supply already? It might be time to introduce Gorgie to the otherworld. 
 
      
 
    I peeked into my characteristics and was blown away. My mana supply just kept stubbornly reflecting the same four points! Everything inside me went cold! What’s going on?! 
 
      
 
    I feverishly looked over all my figures. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 0 
 
      
 
    ― Mind: 15 
 
      
 
    ― Strength: 13 
 
      
 
    ― Agility: 12 
 
      
 
    ― Endurance: 10 
 
      
 
    ― Health: 10 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect: 100 
 
      
 
    ― Wisdom: 130 
 
      
 
    ― Will: 60 
 
      
 
    ― Regeneration: 10 
 
      
 
    ― Life supply: 110/110 
 
      
 
    ― Energy supply: 110/110 
 
      
 
    ― Mana supply: 4/11690 
 
      
 
    I was just sixteen mana points short of what I’d need to summon Gorgie! Not a single spell available! And for weaponry, just Dragonfly! 
 
      
 
    I took another peek into my supply. Just those same four points! Oh gods! Either this cursed world is governed by different laws, or there simply is no mana here! And there’s no source my Wisdom can use to fill it. 
 
      
 
    Unexpectedly, I realized I was all alone in this alien world. I was so used to having Gorgie’s protection and my spells that now I felt absolutely helpless. 
 
      
 
    Okay! Hold on! Quit panicking! I remembered that when I was headed into peonage for Bardan, my situation was quite a bit worse. At that time, I was limited to only the characteristics my items conferred. 
 
      
 
    So there is my first clue! The artifacts! I need to take another look at every item and read back through the descriptions carefully. That reminds me, I can still create sparks of the otherworld! 
 
      
 
    Honestly, they are a highly unstable substance, and I had never used them before. I was constantly troubled by the part of the description which said improper use could destroy the artifact I was trying to enchant. Anyhow, I still am not in such a wretched position that I’d risk my valuable items. But I’ll keep it in mind as an option if things get really extreme. 
 
      
 
    Trying to drive off the gloomy thoughts, I got to looking over all my items. I had more hope for the potions of satiety. I was really counting on that elixir being able to boost my magic supply regeneration. 
 
      
 
    But what if there really is no magic in this world? What then? How will I get back? Although there is a portal here and it requires mana. Bug take the cursed thing, that still means all is not yet lost! I did not want to consider the possibility that Wanderers, for example, might come to this world with their own personal supply of reserve mana. 
 
      
 
    I took a second look at everything in my pockets and breathed a disappointed sigh. Nothing. Not even a hint. Although one unusual thing did catch my eye... 
 
      
 
    That’s right! How didn’t I notice right away?! 
 
      
 
    I took the Amulet of Gunnar the Destroyer from the sash as if I was seeing it for the first time. I read deeply into the description and, when I saw what I was looking for, I gave a happy smile. 
 
      
 
    Amulet of Gunnar the Destroyer. 
 
      
 
    ― Type: One of the seven Great personal artifacts belonging to the True Armor of the Founder collection. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Will +50. 
 
      
 
    ― Wisdom +40. 
 
      
 
    ― Special effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Searches for Places of Power. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Rank: Senior hunter and above. 
 
      
 
    ― Mind: 15. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Collect all items from the True Armor of the Founder collection to receive an additional reward! 
 
      
 
    It was all basically the same as ever but with the exception of one detail. The special effect description now no longer had the words “not active” in parenthesis. And that meant that I could now use the amulet in its full measure. Which I checked right away. 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to initiate search for nearest Place of Power? 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” I rasped. 
 
      
 
    ― Wait! Locating... 
 
      
 
    Smiling in satisfaction and rubbing my hands together, I turned toward the main door and froze. 
 
      
 
    There was a man standing in the doorway aiming a bow at me. And I needed the Great System to tell me that it was a man rather than some other creature. The word “human” was hovering over his head. And nothing more! No matter how hard I looked, I just couldn’t see a level! It was simply absent! 
 
      
 
    Not like mine. My head still had a zero hovering over it. And not like the Steel King and his magister either. They had the word “hidden” where the number was supposed to be. 
 
      
 
    Before me now stood a boy of medium height. To look at him, I’d say sixteen or seventeen. If I saw someone like him in downtown Ironville or Orchus, I would never have taken him for an otherworlder. 
 
      
 
    Most likely a northerner. A Vardian. He just had so many pelts on him. 
 
      
 
    The stranger was in no rush to shoot me just yet. Based on his quickened breathing, he’s anxious. Finally, he muttered something indistinct in an unfamiliar language. 
 
      
 
    — Attention! Your Mind score is high enough to activate the “Language of the Lakefolk!” 
 
      
 
    — Would you like to activate it? 
 
      
 
    Yes! 
 
      
 
    “Show me your hands!” the stranger repeated, squinting his dark blue eyes. “Well!” 
 
      
 
    I slowly raised my hands just then. 
 
      
 
    “Show me your fingers!” the boy demanded. 
 
      
 
    I splayed my fingers and turned my hands around. 
 
      
 
    “You a mutant?” he asked for some reason with hope in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “I guess not,” I answered in his language, shrugging my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    The boy’s eyes opened wide. 
 
      
 
    “Pretty clean babble for an outsider,” he said in surprise. Then with suspicion in his voice, he added: “But I don’t know you. Whose kind do you belong to?” 
 
      
 
    “Me, I’m of the highlanders,” I got straight to improvising. “My mom was one of your’n. While she was alive, she would speak to me in your tongue.” 
 
      
 
    “A highlander?” he asked quizzically. “And just where are the mountains around here?” 
 
      
 
    “Over there,” I nodded vaguely. 
 
      
 
    “You’re weird,” the stranger said, his head tilted a bit to the side. “What is your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Eric,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    “See, you’ve also got a weird name.” 
 
      
 
    “What makes you say that?” I asked, surprised and added: “It’s the name my mother and father gave me.” 
 
      
 
    The boy snorted with mistrust and said: 
 
      
 
    “Like I’m saying, weird. Or just a liar. Or maybe you’re possessed?” 
 
      
 
    The astonishing guess made the stranger all the more anxious. The bow in his hands started shaking. His bowstring started to whine. 
 
      
 
    “Where’d you get that from?” I asked, trying to look scared. 
 
      
 
    “Well, who in their right mind would tell someone their secret name?!” the stranger laid out his argument. “Only a liar or a man possessed.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m telling the truth! I swear!” 
 
      
 
    “What good are your oaths to me?!” He quickly spat out and chuckled. “What are they worth?” 
 
      
 
    My jaw crept downward. A chill ran down my spine. An unpleasant guess flickered in my head. But I’ll think about that later. For now, I need to wriggle out of this. 
 
      
 
    “In other words,” I began. “If I had told you a non-secret name, would you have believed me?” 
 
      
 
    My simple question had him stumped. Mind must not have been a priority when he was spending his tablets. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t try to pull the wool over my eyes!” he finally snapped. “It isn’t for me to decide whether you’re a liar or possessed. You’re coming with me. Let the elders decide what to do with you!” 
 
      
 
    He nodded at the exit and ordered menacingly: 
 
      
 
    “Come! And remember, one false move and I’ll kill you!” 
 
      
 
    Not lowering my hands, I slowly walked to the exit. I slid my gaze over the portal arch one last time and gave a fateful sigh. 
 
      
 
    It took just over half an hour to get down to the ground. It was clear that my new acquaintance was up there for the first time. As by the way, was I. But here’s the weird thing. It seemed I was moving much more gracefully and quickly than him. Me, a mere zero! For the first time, I was nimbler than another person! I’ll admit, it was an unusual feeling. My guard simply could not keep up with me. I had to slow down often and sometimes wait for him to find a safer path for himself. Even though I knew for certain I could jump over the gap between sets of stairs with ease. 
 
      
 
    I caught him looking at me in surprise more and more often. Seemingly, he wasn’t expecting such fleet-footedness. 
 
      
 
    As we went down, I was strenuously thinking over the new pile of shit I’d landed myself in. I decided to do some soul searching when I got the chance. Now I had to be as put together as possible. 
 
      
 
    The fact he didn’t kill me right away was a good sign. Although, who could say what awaited me in this boy’s settlement? And that was obviously where he was taking me. I had also already come to the realization that I could run away from my guard whenever I wanted. His speed and reaction time left something to be desired. What am I saying!? In our world, he would be even weaker and slower than me! 
 
      
 
    When we finally got to the bottom floor, the boy called a short break: 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got me all run down, kid,” he muttered, wiping the sweat from his brow. “I haven’t leapt like that in a long time! Now I believe you’re a highlander. You’ve got jumping down to a fine art. You must be a mountain goat. And you didn’t even break a sweat!” 
 
      
 
    The kid snickered. He was a big fan of his own joke. And not wanting to set off his nerves, I chuckled as well. 
 
      
 
    The stranger got out a bulbous flask, uncorked it and took a few swallows. Then extended it to me. Now that is a good sign! I nodded gratefully and also took a few gulps. 
 
      
 
    Water. Regular old water. Though it does honestly taste a bit mucky. I’ve had worse though. 
 
      
 
    I gave the flask back and said: 
 
      
 
    “Thank you...” 
 
      
 
    “Badger,” he said, cluing me in. “Call me Badger.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and smiled: 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Badger! Glad to meet you!” 
 
      
 
    “What’s got you glad?” his ears perked up right away. 
 
      
 
    I cursed mentally. Another swing and a miss! 
 
      
 
    “It’s like... hm... a figure of speech,” I tried to explain. “In my homeland, it is normally said when people meet each other. Common courtesy.” 
 
      
 
    “A-hem!” he clicked his tongue. “You’ve come around in short order! I think you’ll find a common tongue with our witch doctor quick.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to keep extracting information when suddenly I heard several yowls from somewhere to the right. I habitually counted five voices. 
 
      
 
    “Damn!” Badger exclaimed in fear. “Hyenas!” 
 
      
 
    Quickly hopping to his feet, he started bolting back where we’d come from. But it was too late. The beasts had us encircled expertly. 
 
      
 
    After quickly checking my mana supply, I gave a quiet curse. That same four still. 
 
      
 
    I counted five heads. They were in some way similar to wolves, but larger and heftier. Slightly flattened drooling snouts. Ghastly jaws packed full of teeth. Short veiny paws. Wide ribcages. 
 
      
 
    Their rusty red predatory bodies were winding circles around us, preparing to attack at any moment. Seemingly, they were all merely awaiting a signal from their alpha – a large dark brown beast of nearly black coloration. 
 
      
 
    I took a closer look at them and snorted in surprise. None of them had a level. Only names. As an aside, they were not hyenas at all. The system called them Bigfangs. 
 
      
 
    “Have you any weapons, highlander?” Badger asked in a quavering voice, his gaze transfixed on the monsters surrounding us. 
 
      
 
    Dragonfly appeared in my hand out of thin air. I winced. I felt an urge to slap my own forehead. I’d have to try and avoid these magic tricks in the future. But seemingly Badger didn’t assign it any meaning. The sight of the knife itself, however, disappointed him to put it lightly. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, how have you been surviving with a weapon like that?!” 
 
      
 
    Badger pulled a menacing machete off his back and threw it to me. 
 
      
 
    “Here! Though it probably won’t be much help!” 
 
      
 
    Taking the unexpectedly light blade, I froze quizzically. 
 
      
 
    ― Machete. 
 
      
 
    And that’s all? No limitations, no characteristics, no level?! Just a name. Where am I?! I waved the cumbersome looking weapon a few times and realized I could make good use of it in battle. 
 
      
 
    Badger was about to say something else but wasn’t fast enough. The alpha gave a loud bark and the beasts threw themselves on the attack. 
 
      
 
    I quickly looked around. To be frank, they didn’t move as quickly as I was expecting. The giant rats from the caverns, for example, would have torn us to shreds by now. 
 
      
 
    Badger’s bowstring gave a booming twang. And his arrow stuck straight into the chest of the first hyena that jumped our way. An excellent shot! But he’s moving too slow. While Badger notched a second arrow, the next beast had already come within ten feet. 
 
      
 
    Its rusty red body soared through the air. Its wide jaws are just about to clamp shut on Badger’s throat. I dashed forward. A wide swipe and the machete crunched through its boxy head. The hyena gave a dull whimper, landed a step away from Badger and froze. 
 
      
 
    I looked on wide-eyed as a rust-red viscous puddle spread around the beast’s head. And I unexpectedly realized that there hadn’t been a single system notification. 
 
      
 
    “Behind you!” Badger shouted, yanking me from my trance. 
 
      
 
    I swung at random and another hyena went flying aside with a screech. 
 
      
 
    The bowstring gave another twang! But the dark bendy arrow missed the gracefully dodging beast. 
 
      
 
    “Curses!” Badger barked, now pale. 
 
      
 
    A hyena sunk its teeth into his right leg. I heard a nasty crunching sound. The boy, screaming in pain, beat the hyena biting his leg with his bow. I meanwhile started fending off two of them at once. 
 
      
 
    Giving their toothy maws a wide berth, I jumped over to help the unconscious boy. Raising the machete high over my head, I brought it down full force into the spine of an attacking hyena. 
 
      
 
    The wide blade sunk into twisted neck scruff with a loud crunch. The beast gave a powerful twitch and dropped dead. I was not able to pull the machete from its rusty red back. The stubborn hunk of iron was stuck dead in the cartilage. 
 
      
 
    I jumped over the foul-smelling wet canid corpse and came down next to Badger’s body. I grabbed his bow with my left hand and notched an arrow with my right. 
 
      
 
    I had never shot a bow before, but I’d seen it done many times. My movements seemed clumsy and disjointed. My hands were shaking. Sweat was cascading into my eyes. 
 
      
 
    The taut bowstring was surprisingly easy to draw back to my chin. A snap and – my first arrowshot ever was up on the board. A miss. The arrow gave a plaintive rattle and flew into some stone ruins. 
 
      
 
    The hyenas are being cautious now. Not throwing themselves straight at me. Especially given they’d already lost two of their buddies. And the third, with an arrow in its chest, is just about to give up the ghost. 
 
      
 
    I drew the bowstring back again and, after a fashion, aimed. My movements were no longer quite so clumsy. The choice of target is obvious. The alpha and I met gazes. 
 
      
 
    He gave a dull bark and threw himself forward. 
 
      
 
    Ten steps... Seven... Four... Thump! From that distance, even I didn’t miss. 
 
      
 
    The dark arrow easily pierced the chest of the jumping beast and went in almost half of its length! I sharply hopped back and, right where I’d just been standing, the already dead blackish carcass came in for a landing. A black tongue lolled out of its open jaws. 
 
      
 
    I quickly notched another arrow, but the remaining hyena gave a loud wail, put its tail between its legs and dashed away. I didn’t shoot then. Not enough arrows in the quiver. I didn’t want to go wasting ammunition. 
 
      
 
    I walked over to Badger on stiff legs. I took a closer look. His chest is still rising and falling barely noticeably. He’s alive! I pulled the head of the dead hyena off his leg. Then I took out a bulb of satiety potion and dribbled it into the kid’s mouth. 
 
      
 
    I looked over the scene of our recent battle. As I thought, the first beast Badger hit was not far away. Based on the trail of blood, it had tried to crawl a bit but, apparently, the wound was fatal. 
 
      
 
    Slowly sitting down on a rock next to my new companion, I listened closer. The potion had started to take effect. The boy’s breathing evened out. A rosy glow appeared on his cheeks. 
 
      
 
    A strange world with strange laws... I really wanted to know – where the Bug am I?! 
 
      
 
    A system notification distracted me from the disjointed thoughts: 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Search complete. 
 
      
 
    ― Place of Power located. Would you like to plot a route? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    — End of Book Three — 
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