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 Chapter 1 
 
    Youth Is for Learning 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The thought that I’d have to conquer the capital of Rava sooner or later first came to my mind about two years ago. I had initially been thinking of it as a necessity. Under the circumstances, no other plan for surviving in this most peculiar world for a long enough time and with a modicum of comfort seemed to pass muster. Not that this one looked particularly feasible, but some things in it struck me as unquestionably appealing right from the start and promised great rewards. The more time I spent thinking about it, the more realistic the plan was beginning to look. It assumed its final shape on an otherwise completely unremarkable day when I almost drowned in a treacherous swamp, and… 
 
      
 
    But we’ll talk about this later. Some ideas are so dangerous it is unadvisable to so much as ponder them before taking specific action. 
 
    Basically, my adventures in the swamp were but the final piece falling into place and deciding my further course of action. The actual work on my general plan began right after my arrival at the trading post. However, all I had back then were dreams fueled by my new abilities and what they might allow me to do. They were what I’d constantly keep in mind and rely on trying to get ready to penetrate one of the Rava Empire’s best-guarded places. Eventually, the details of the plan began to crystallize as I identified the most sensible avenues of approach from among an endless array of possibilities and options. I selected what promised to give me the best chance at turning the tables in my favor. 
 
      
 
    The plan, which seemed simple at the beginning, evolved into something truly convoluted and rife with obstacles that might well prove to be insurmountable. It branched out into a variety of areas. Some had to be crossed out at the initial consideration stage, while others were rendered impossible by hostile actions or a distinct possibility of such. 
 
      
 
    Those fortunate enough to survive a weakened clan’s final throes inevitably turned into wounded prey chased by ruthless hunters and hounds. Such creatures didn’t live long and faced inevitable violent death. Rock wasn’t a world where one could evade the attention of ruling elites. They may not have succeeded yet in imposing total control, but any fugitive left traces, and anyone with enough determination and resources stood a high chance of finding them. My enemies had plenty of both and were thus very likely to get there. That was something that did not sit well with me at all. 
 
      
 
    I considered the simplest of options too, of course. After all, I had no shortage of time, and now there were some resources at my disposal too. 
 
    I instantly dismissed every plan that involved moving to some remote location where no one ever heard of the Crow clan or their vanishing scion. Such is the fate of most immediate ideas that come to one’s mind. The “easy ways” tend to be anything but, and fraught with more peril than they are worth. The past can catch up with you anywhere in this world, and the future remains nebulous. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t simply a matter of leaving a trail for expensive sniffers. A foreign land was a foreign land. I’d never pass for a native. Hiding my eyes reliably and inconspicuously would be a chore and a half, and the way mine looked, there were quite a few places in the world where I could be killed on sight just for their color. It might not prove an easy task to kill me, but I didn’t want to stack up problems. I had already been saddled with more than my fair share of those. 
 
      
 
    Yet I wouldn’t give up. I kept thinking, doing research, and going through options. 
 
    One day I came across a passage in a rather tedious book on the upbringing of the imperial elite’s heirs. The first time, I simply skipped over it with total indifference and kept reading further. But I felt some strange twinge of prescience—like a tiny splinter in my mind that just wouldn’t go away. I went back a page, and then another. I read the text one more time, paying attention this time, and then proceeded to start over again. Then I stopped, realizing that the splinter wouldn’t let me read any further. 
 
      
 
    At this point I have to admit that what I said earlier is not just a fairly jumbled account of how my plan had come into being, but an incorrect one at that. But be it as it may, that was how it all started, although I never could have thought that a measly few lines of dry text would set the direction of my life for years. I didn’t even start researching the subject immediately, which was probably for the better. After all, even if those looking for me interrogated Ash with extreme prejudice, he would never be able to tell them that most of my time and attention was invested in that particular topic. Things that really mattered would invariably get lost in the sheer number and variety of books I had delivered at that time. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, no one would have been able to realize that I’d been collecting morsels of information about this exotic topic from all that sea of different literature. Only Beko had once asked me why I kept rereading two completely unremarkable books. I told him it was because of the gorgeous illustrations they had, and that I wanted to look at them again and again. He asked no more questions. 
 
      
 
    Thus, Great Master Tao was the first to figure it all out, and only because I set a very tight deadline for my training with him. He was someone with an interesting biography and got to spend quite some time by the emperor’s side in his youth—as close to His Imperial Majesty as only the most trusted bodyguards were allowed. That lifestyle had obviously given him a great insight into the affairs of the aristocracy, so putting two and two together was not so hard for him. The date and a few things I had let slip were enough. 
 
      
 
    However, Tao had no idea about my real identity. Trying to find me through him would be inconceivable even for a paranoid mind such as mine. After all, my enemies were people, rather than some kind of omniscient demons. People could be fooled, and I had always taken great care to make sure they were. 
 
      
 
    Even my arrival in the capital through the Western Gate had been calculated. At first I intended to enter from the south, but then decided it would be too predictable for someone hiding their tracks to swap the direction of their approach for the opposite, thus giving a cunning tracker an indirect indication that I had really been coming from the north.  
 
      
 
    The West was fine by dint of offering a middle ground. Besides, anyone who cared to look would easily find the master archer I had studied with briefly. Thankfully, he wasn’t Tao. The man was akin to a master craftsman who did his job well and without any unpleasant surprises. All you needed to do was pay on time. Young aristocrats routinely study with such teachers. Clan masters are a great thing to have in-house, so to speak, but the more experience you could draw on, the more experienced you’d become yourself. Variety was useful. 
 
      
 
    Youth was for learning, but there were different kinds of learning. Even a most reclusive master—like Tao—could be approached in a certain way. Such people were a common resource and represented the level achievable by all (all aristocrats, that is, since a commoner could only dream of training with someone like that, and no, those wouldn’t be the healthiest or most productive dreams). 
 
      
 
    However, aristocrats differed from each other too. Greatly so. The family in charge of Clonassis until the power balance there shifted radically did not even qualify as proper aristocrats. I could say that with confidence, hailing from one of Artha’s oldest clans. To compare the Danto even to a nearly extinguished clan such as ours would be… well… I don’t know. I am not trying to sound judgmental. 
 
      
 
    No, strike that. One simply could not compare snail droppings to crown jewels. The Danto were nothing like us. It wasn’t just them being down below, way beneath the oldest aristocracy. Their very claim to nobility was based upon something completely different. It would be hard to explain it in Earth terms. There was a special term in the local language referring to something akin to a petit bourgeois with enough lipstick and rouge on, and covered in sequins, to seem different from the more regular commoners. That’s all those guys were. Dressed up clowns who were not even funny. Not even one in a thousand of such characters could have any hopes of studying with someone like Master Tao. 
 
      
 
    But even if Tao did welcome everyone on that mountain of his, what he was teaching was just one of many such subjects. Anyone who wanted more in this world would have to have been born in a family that could afford to pay for the privilege. 
 
      
 
    However, Rava’s true aristocrats had the means for a completely different training option—one that was quite exclusive. There was a special facility catering to their needs, of which the name could be translated verbatim into the language of my first life as the “Steel Palace of Crimson Glass”. It certainly sounded strange, and that was why I always had to think of reasonable earthly parallels to overcome the idiosyncratic nature of the local vernacular, which could literally take an outsider such as myself an entire century to get used to. 
 
      
 
    Still, hard as it might be to embrace verbosity, embrace it they did, throwing words out and around in handfuls where just one or two would suffice, even though all that semantic abundance did not in the least guarantee clarity. Given a choice, I would call the place a boarding school for the noble youth, or something to that effect. Or The Snobbery Seminary. Or something more neutral, such as The Aristocrat Academy. Or, perhaps, the College of Hubris. 
 
      
 
    To me, it was a place where I could make my dreams come true. 
 
    The reasons why were simple. For one, this was the place where I knew I could get guaranteed access to the Elements attributes that I still hadn’t managed to lay my hands on. That was something completely different from chasing phantoms like ice spiders. It was a time-tested method. 
 
      
 
    That was also the place to rub elbows with the nobles and then either reveal my incognito in a measured and calculated way when the timing was right or, failing that, simply find out who it was who had such a keen interest in finding me. It was hard to do anything against an unidentified opponent. I didn’t have the resources needed to unravel the plot to kill me—starting with the hired thugs and proceeding all the way up to some mysterious high-ranking party wishing to get the head of a certain Gedar of Crow Clan brought to them. 
 
      
 
    So, at any rate, the Steel Palace would be a useful place, and an extremely exclusive one. Only the scions of bona fide aristocracy and certain categories of loyal vassals who were not noble by birth could hope to go study there. The bluebloods were accepted with no questions asked; everybody else would have to jump through multiple hoops just to get their progeny on a special list out of which a few lucky ones would be chosen. It was also said that those making that choice couldn’t be bought. Clout and pull did not decide everything in Rava, by far, although they did make life easier and more joyful in more ways than one. 
 
      
 
    But either way, I didn’t need to concern myself with all that monkey business. I was a true aristocrat and had all the associated rights—subject to certain restrictions, that is. 
 
    Time was the real bottleneck. Admissions were only carried out once a year, during daylight hours of a single day. If you didn’t manage to present yourself by sundown, you’d have to turn around and try your luck again the following season. No exceptions were ever made for anyone. 
 
      
 
    Young people of both sexes, aged between fifteen and seventeen, were eligible. There was some leeway allowed—about half a year or a tad more on either side of the range—but you’d need a special permission from the Headmaster of the Steel Palace or the Imperial Council to make use of it. And getting such a permission would be very problematic for anyone but a scion of a really old family, let alone a commoner. 
 
      
 
    I was sixteen, so I fit the bill perfectly. But if I failed this year, the next admissions season would be my last chance. Besides, in that case I’d need a special permission as a seventeen-year-old, and thus have to reveal my identity to those who had no business whatsoever knowing my real name. 
 
      
 
    The arrival of the gang that came to get me when I was hunting the snow spider put an abrupt end to some of my plans. I never managed to train a group of assistants or wait for the return of the people sent out to obtain certain information. I had to abandon many promising activities and out of sheer despair decided to try and manage it all on my own. 
 
      
 
    That was why I was in such a hurry to accomplish what I had planned by any means necessary. I had to waste time on handling things I fully expected to delegate, and being late was not an option, since no one knew what the next summer would have in stock for me. 
 
      
 
    My future would have still looked nebulous even if the entire plan had gone off without a hitch, and now it looked as promising as the view through a village privy’s hole. Not a lot of pretty stuff in there. But I digress. There’s no point in dwelling on the unpleasant. 
 
      
 
    Imperial education was not merely considered the most prestigious—it was said to be incredibly hard as well. I didn’t know all the details, but I knew for certain that some of the students failed to perform as expected and got kicked out mercilessly. However, they could try again, age permitting. Aristocrats would almost invariably get another chance. Commoners found it harder, but nothing was ruled out explicitly even for them. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, I could also afford to lose a year if I showed subpar results, which would leave me with just one more chance to try. Taking that chance would also cost me my disguise, much to my detriment. That was another reason for me to try and get into the Steel Palace now, rather than later. 
 
      
 
    One might think it would make no difference, since I’d have to reveal my identity anyway, seeing how a person without a name would not be accepted, and forging something as complicated as a phony aristocrat’s story would clearly be beyond my means. But here I had some of the school’s rules working in my favor. 
 
      
 
    It was a given that clan conflicts had no place within the walls of this respected institution. Anyone attempting to settle an old score there wouldn’t merely be breaking the rules—they’d be offending the Emperor himself, which was a lot more dangerous than sticking your head into a lion’s maw and biting the beast on its tongue. 
 
      
 
    The Emperor was considered the honorary commander of the Steel Palace, and the last thing he needed there was clan grudges. A code of rules and regulations had been compiled over the years, and they were now used to maintain peace within the school. 
 
      
 
    For example, every student had to choose an assumed name that wouldn’t give away their extraction in any way and vow to keep their true identity secret until the very last day. I had my doubts about the real efficacy of this method, but theoretically it allowed for no animosity to be displayed between families with a history of bad blood between them. The commoners were therefore also indistinguishable from the nobility—another bonus that allowed for eliminating class snobbery. 
 
      
 
    I knew little of how that worked in real-world terms. My mother didn’t pass much useful information on to me, and books were just that, dry texts. A map, however detailed, was still a far cry from real terrain. The authors could well embellish or distort reality, or their information could be dated. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, even though I never managed to learn everything I wanted about the place, what I did know seemed to be enough for giving it a try. After my serendipitous foray into the territory of Life, my wish to master Elements was even stronger. If I did, I would gain access to every accessible force in Rock. The rest were manifestly out of reach or only known as vague myths. At least that’s what all my sources concurred on. 
 
      
 
    But Elements alone were actually of minor significance. They’d make me stronger, but hardly bring me to a new level. By themselves, the attributes and talents they might grant me wouldn’t be enough to compel me to do something as bold as traveling to the center of the Empire, where my clan had enough known enemies, let alone the unknown ones, the likes of which had cost the Crow their remaining lands and their clan elder’s life. 
 
      
 
    And so I finally made it to that cesspit of a city. Even this part of the plan seemed incredibly hard at first, although it proved quite manageable. Still, it was too early to rest on my laurels. Now was the time for Stage Two, which involved getting to the Steel Palace and proving that I was no riffraff with a grand ambition but someone with the right to an education. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, no one would be waiting for me there at such an early hour. But that suited me just fine. I resisted the urge to linger awhile in some modest tavern open around the clock, or perhaps even in a more refined place for those who could afford it. I could skip a night’s worth of sleep at my age without any catastrophic repercussions, and after the Primordial Temple I hardly needed to rest during the night at all. If I wasn’t developing any parameters or pushing myself hard in training, sleeping through the night once a week and taking an occasional power nap here and there were sufficient, very conveniently so. 
 
      
 
    I had to wander the empty streets aimlessly for a while until I chanced upon a talkative night guard. He told me where I could find what he had claimed to be a decent stable. Not one of the cheaper kind, the likes of which one found outside the city gates. A single look at those had been enough. No self-respecting aristocrat would consider leaving their horse in such a filthy place. And an aristocrat from an old family like mine was bound to treat himself with respect and never settle for anything less than what was rightfully his. 
 
      
 
    I had no particular need for a horse, so I considered selling it and having one thing less to worry about. But what if I ever found myself in need of one during training? It made sense to keep the mount for the time being. 
 
      
 
    Dawn broke while I was still at the stables, so it seemed I ended up spending my time on something useful, after all. I was happy about that; the guy I bought the horse from had been telling the truth, and it was worth every penny I paid for it. It hadn’t given me any trouble whatsoever along the way and turned out to be an intelligent, obedient, and resilient animal, not too prone to getting scared. I was happy about my decision to keep it. Leaving the horse at the stables didn’t cost that much, even though the place in question was in fact fairly upscale. I could see as much even without the night guard telling me so. 
 
      
 
    At any rate, money was the least of my worries. 
 
      
 
    I continued on foot; my luggage was light, and I was a good walker. I thought I could well do without a rickshaw or a posh-looking carriage. Besides, it was really early. However, that was when I began getting second thoughts—namely, those about whether it was considered acceptable for a young nobleman to walk to the Steel Palace of Crimson Glass on his own two feet. The books were silent about it.  
 
      
 
    So I’d have to find that out on my own. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 2 
 
    The Steel Palace of Crimson Glass 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    I ended up hiring a carriage after all. The maps of Nami and the drawings of the city I had seen in atlases and books differed quite a bit from the real thing I saw. This wasn’t Earth, and street names and addresses were in a state of utter chaos. Besides, local artists weren’t any different from their Earth counterparts in depicting everything the way they saw it rather than the way it really was. 
 
      
 
    I got slightly lost as a result, but then chanced upon a square with the very carriages I had initially decided not to use. Even though the day was still young, some of them were already waiting for their fares. I chose the most distinguished-looking one and told the cabbie to take me to the Steel Palace. That was the sum total of our conversation; unlike his counterparts on Earth, this cab driver wasn’t chatty. 
 
      
 
    He may have felt like sharing his frustrations with me, but our class difference wasn’t conducive to a candid conversation. I didn’t have to introduce myself; recognizing an aristocrat for what he was did not present any difficulties for the locals. There were certain details about one’s hair, clothing, and demeanor that spoke volumes even to people you wouldn’t normally pinpoint as observant. After all, I had been raised and educated by a woman from one of Rava’s oldest families. That was serious business, and she made even a palsied wreck like myself look presentable back then. And now, of course, I was way past all that and exuding the right kind of aura. 
 
      
 
    The journey took a while. Nami was a large and populous city, and you could get stuck there early in the morning even though motorcars didn’t exist in this world. The experienced cabbie took wide detours around already-teeming markets and other places that were likely to be congested at this time of day. Besides, we had to go all the way around the Imperial Quarter that occupied most of the center. That part of town was usually closed off for most, and a lowly civilian carriage didn’t stand a chance of passing through. 
 
      
 
    The Steel Palace itself occupied an entire sizeable urban block, which was once a standalone bastion outside the city limits built to control one of the strategic heights. It was a perfect platform for shelling an invading army trying to storm the city. You could easily hit any siege engines or troops milling around in front of the city gate. 
 
      
 
    However, the city kept growing, and at some point, it swallowed up this nearly independent citadel. Some of the fortifications were dismantled, while others remained and were transformed into an elite training facility. Still, you could see right away what that entire complex had once been used for. Indeed, it would be hard to miss such a thing as a fifty-foot-high wall. Some of the turrets were intact too. They were round and compensated their shortness with sheer girth. They had once been used as platforms for stationary catapults capable of delivering heavy projectiles to enemy positions hundreds and even thousands of feet away. This world’s siege warfare was a great deal more advanced than back on Earth. Even a complete layman like me could see as much. 
 
      
 
    The sturdy gate completed the picture. However, it wasn’t as monumental or archaic as the stone battlements. The leaves of the gate were clearly modern, baroque and lavishly decorated. Looks had been prioritized over defense here, and the shoddiest battling ram would tear right through without even slowing down. 
 
      
 
    There was a commotion in front of the gate. A bunch of workers were installing a massive table and unrolling a red carpet. Apparently, that was where the candidates were to be greeted, but the preparations were not over yet. I looked around and didn’t see any huddling youths of my age. I must therefore have been the first to arrive and would now have a reputation for impatience. 
 
      
 
    If I were in a closed cab, I could have ordered the cabbie to go around—say, to the outskirts of the Imperial Quarter, to look at the sights there, and then back, by which time, surely, more candidates would have arrived. However, a nobleman couldn’t behave like that. What if I got noticed? That would tarnish my reputation immensely. Besides, not even a closed cab would guarantee invisibility; the group of important-looking people by the side of the gate could have all kinds of talents. They looked very much like the welcoming committee waiting for the place to be prepared. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, moving on would be a big no-no. Impatient was a great deal better than shy. A shy aristocrat didn’t make sense. A member of the elite could not be shy by virtue of their sheer social standing. 
 
      
 
    I let the cabbie go, placed the heavy pack and the bundle of weapons tied to it on my back, and headed towards the entrance looking as nonchalant as possible. I crossed the red carpet and walked around the table, watching the workers hastily arrange chairs as they eyed me quizzically. However, no one uttered a word.  
 
      
 
    I even started to hope I’d be able to walk right through the gate without anyone calling me out or trying to stop me. A vain hope, I must admit, but what would you expect from a naïve provincial youth? 
 
      
 
    One of the lavishly-dressed men standing in a circle with others like him turned his head and also gave me a surprised look, and then turned his head and said something that made the rest of the group stare at me. Walking past five clearly distinguished characters, all of whom were looking at me at once, would be impolite. However, obsequious behavior was out of the question too. That wouldn’t befit an aristocrat either. 
 
      
 
    I approached them, stopped, and spoke up, without a slightest hint at bowing. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, gentlemen. I’m here to enroll at the Steel Palace of Crimson Glass as a student, but I don’t see the reception committee. Would you kindly assist me?” 
 
      
 
    The five of them just kept staring. A second. Five. Ten. The entire situation was beginning to get on my nerves, but I stood still, my face being the very image of nonchalance and composure. Finally, one of them, a painfully thin man with a face that seemed incredibly round for such a frame and every single hair on his body white as snow, nodded slightly instead of bowing. 
 
      
 
    “Good morrow to you too, sire.” 
 
      
 
    Then he continued, as if looking right through me. 
 
      
 
    “The young sir bears the seal of a Primordial Temple. The supreme seal.” 
 
      
 
    I barely kept from smiling, my demeanor a mixture of understanding with slight condescension. That nerve-racking Clonassis project surely paid off. Anyone capable of seeing certain things would know that not only did I visit a temple, but I passed the supreme challenge too. Every functioning Primordial Temple in Artha was controlled by some old family. The priests were leaders in name only. The higher-order Circles of Power were unavailable even for minor aristocracy, and commoners, even those who had money, couldn’t even dream of approaching them. You’d need to belong to the inner circle. 
 
      
 
    Receiving such a key outside Artha was possible, but in that case you’d find yourself dealing with a different cluster of temples, independent from the Empire and its vassal territories. Those seals were different, and this difference would be immediately obvious. It was also said that such marks could not be faked; anyone asserting anything to the contrary would usually be telling tall tales. Thus, bearing a supreme seal was akin to a passport of sorts that couldn’t be lost or counterfeited. 
 
      
 
    The amulet concealing my ORDER was far from simple. Though not unique, it was expensive and provided a decent disguise. However, the Steel Palace wasn’t a roadhouse inn serving stale beer. It was Rava’s top training facility, and potential candidates were checked by specialists of the highest order. That white-haired man with a round of cheese for a head must have seen all my attributes and everything else. The Primordial Temple’s mark was instantly visible anyway, no matter how hard I might have tried to hide it. 
 
      
 
    There was a certain risk that the man might be something greater than just a high-level specialist—some kind of a living legend, perhaps. Theoretically, someone like that would be able to see through both layers of disguise—the amulet’s and the one given to me by the temple’s talent—realizing that my ORDER was highly suspicious, and that there was more to me than met the eye. There was a minuscule chance of getting exposed that way, and I was, to some extent, ready to take that risk. Strange numbers and the fact that the Primordial Temple was among those considered lost did not constitute a crime. 
 
      
 
    But even an observant legendary master wouldn’t consider me dangerous or suspicious because of that. A lost temple’s mark was just as good as one received from a temple used by Rava’s ancient aristocracy to open their circles of power. To be sure, some of the seal’s hidden parameters could shed light on information I’d prefer to keep hidden. However, as far as I knew, no strange party could access it, or even if they could, it would be fraught with immense complications. 
 
      
 
    Nothing was ever certain, and there was always a risk of having your cover blown. However, in this particular case, I assessed my chances of being unmasked as close to zero. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, I nodded in reply, looking perfectly earnest. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is indeed a supreme seal. But I asked about something else.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the hoary geezer hinted at a bow again. “We didn’t expect to see anyone at such an early hour. The first candidates usually arrive somewhat later.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “The admissions begin in the morning, and it’s been about an hour since dawn. Am I doing something wrong?’ 
 
    “No, everything’s fine,” an incredibly bulky man standing to the silver-haired old-timer’s right responded. “I’m Master Brasse, and this year I’m in charge of admissions. As far as I understand, you have come here to enroll. May I inquire about your name?” 
 
    “Chuck of Norris family.” 
 
      
 
    The fat man’s eyes didn’t reveal any reaction. He was looking at me the way a sated fish would look at a dead worm. 
 
      
 
    “Chuck of Norris family, do you know what is expected of the contenders?” 
 
    “To honor the Emperor, to honor the Steel Palace of Crimson Glass, not to be too much younger than fifteen or too much older than seventeen, be able to read and count, be at least a beta starting with the Fourth Degree of Enlightenment or an alpha starting with the Twelfth Degree. There have to be at least fourteen Degrees altogether. One must hail from a respected family and uphold its honor. One must also give a ritual donation to the Imperial Treasury. A contender is expected to abide by the laws and regulations during training and be in possession of a personal sword.” 
 
    “Excellent, Chuck. It is a rare contender who can roll off the entire list without any mistakes. I am somewhat surprised to be seeing you for the first time; such knowledge of detail is more typical of those who have already attempted to enroll in the Steel Palace. I apologize that we have to deal with you unprepared as we are—the hour is indeed early. Yet you are absolutely right; it is the morning already. So should we go over the list that you appear to know so well?” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    “Do you honor the Emperor, Chuck of Norris family?” 
 
    “The Emperor is great. It is an honor to serve him, and to my family honor is everything.” 
 
    “Are you prepared to honor the Steel Palace of Crimson Glass?” 
 
    “It’s the most distinguished school of the great Rava Empire. How could anyone fail to honor it?” 
 
    “Just answer ‘yes’ or ‘no,’ Sir Chuck.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Sixteen.” 
 
    “You are aware that one’s true age is easy to establish, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “And you insist on being sixteen?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Excellent. Please read the writing over the gate.” 
 
    “One who enters here becomes an equal among equals. There is no one above you or below you. Remember that always.” 
 
    “Fine, so you can read perfectly well. Can you count? What are eight times seven?” 
 
    “Fifty-six.” 
 
    “And if you add a dozen?” 
 
    “Sixty-eight.” 
 
    “Fine,” the fat man turned to the white-haired man. “Master Daunth, could you describe the contender’s first degrees of ORDER, please?” 
 
    “Certainly, Master Brasse. Sir Chuck uses an amulet that distorts the direct effect. According to the amulet, he was born a beta, and the stats typical for a beta begin at Degree Four. He became an alpha by Degree Nine. That implies the fifteen attributes all the alphas get at the beginning. He’s got sixteen Degrees altogether, with seventeen attributes opened on the last.” 
 
    “And what’s underneath the amulet?” 
 
    “It’s hard to tell for sure,” the white-haired man replied, sounding uncertain. 
 
    “Master Daunth, is there really anything left in this area of knowledge that remains a mystery to you?” The fat man sounded surprised. “Do you believe Sir Chuck is trying to confuse us?” 
 
    “Our lives are all about uncertainty and complication, but I’ll refrain from waxing too philosophical about it. Just trust my ample experience on this one: Sir Chuck is not as simple as one might think, but he isn’t pretending to have more attributes than he actually does. I’m almost sure of that. Don’t ask me why ‘almost’. Old men are suspicious. My intuition is telling me that this youth might conceal a surprise,” the master bowed to me. “Pray pardon my words, Sir Chuck. I am in no way being disrespectful, but it is customary for truth to be spoken at all times here.” 
 
    “So what’s underneath the amulet?” Brasse asked impatiently. “Spare me your suspicions. Just tell me what you see.” 
 
    “The picture underneath the amulet is vastly different and only coincides with the distorted version in that he is a born beta,” Daunth replied. “Four attributes have been open, starting with the First Degree, all with decent embodiments. Starting with the Sixth Degree, he’s been an alpha with fifteen attributes, with maximum embodiments on some and near-maximum ones on the rest of them. He has twenty-one Degrees of Enlightenment all in all, with twenty attributes open on the last one, also with high embodiments. I can swear there aren’t fewer, no matter how hard he tries to conceal the original picture. Theoretically, someone could hide something like that from me, but they’d have to possess much higher parameters. Therefore, I guarantee that Sir Chuck does not exaggerate his parameters, which makes them more than adequate to the school’s requirements in terms of attributes and degrees.” 
 
      
 
    It took me a great effort not to chuckle smugly at this skillful “unmasking.” They did indeed take my disguise apart publicly, but what they saw underneath was what I had expected them to see—a complex illusion rather than the real picture. That skill was something I had learned thanks to the boons received at the Primordial Temple. 
 
      
 
    I did have some misgivings about someone among them being skilled enough to read my actual parameters. But I had nothing to fear now. Even if the local specialist did suspect something, a perfunctory scan like that wouldn’t let him discover the truth. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Master Daunth,” the fat man nodded. “That was all I wanted to hear.” 
 
      
 
    He turned back to me. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Chuck, you bear the special seal of the Primordial Temple, so it makes no sense to ask you about your family. I am certain it is worthy of our respect. Since you’re wearing your sword openly, I won’t ask any questions about it either. I have to say that your weapon looks somewhat problematic to me, but it is doubtlessly a functional and noble weapon. Please answer whether you promise to abide by the laws of the Rava Empire for the entire duration of your training period?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Do you promise to abide by the rules and regulations of the Steel Palace of Crimson Glass?” 
 
    “Certainly. Provided they are made known to me, of course.” 
 
    “Excellent. There’s also the issue of a ritual donation. Do you know the requirements?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, pulled out a small purse and handed it over to Brasse. 
 
      
 
    “This meets the requirements, if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
      
 
    The fat man took a peek inside and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “These are indeed the trinkets that all the contenders are traditionally supposed to bring with them.” 
 
      
 
    Trinkets?! The fatso was going too far. I offered them a Lesser Attribute Power, two Lesser Concentrated Mage Energies, three Lesser Concentrated Warrior Energies, four Lesser Primal Essences, and five Lesser Standard Universal States. The purse might have looked unassuming, but the wealth it contained would be beyond the means of quite a few aristocratic families. To some of the clans forming the backbone of the empire, this sum would indeed be a trifle, but how many of them were there? The number would be at least two orders of magnitude smaller than that of families like the Dantos, for example. 
 
      
 
    Besides, some of the loot was so special that it would be next to impossible even for someone loaded with cash to get hold of it. Some things in this world were notoriously hard to buy. 
 
      
 
    The donation symbolized a minimal possible distribution of an alpha’s attributes and was indicative of how difficult it would be to obtain them. Standard Universal States were the kind of loot that increased any state regardless of the power it was associated with. They were coveted, but not really unavailable. If you had enough funds, it wouldn’t take you too long to find five of those on the open market. They were expensive and rare, but you didn’t need much in the way of connections or social status. A large sum of money and enough patience were quite enough. 
 
      
 
    Lesser Primal Essences were more problematic. Those were usually obtained from creatures touched more than lightly by Chaos, and they didn’t drop often. And demand for them was incredibly high. Creating new artifacts without such loot was problematic to say the least. Serious clans did all that was humanly possible to collect as many of them as they could for their best shudra craftsmen (or even noble-born artificers). Finding something like that sold openly would be impossible; there were rumors it did happen occasionally, but no one had managed to confirm them yet. 
 
      
 
    The Lesser Attribute Power was the icing on the cake. You could raise any attribute you had opened last using that item. For example, if the embodiment was at forty-nine, you could raise it to the first standard maximum of fifty. But it could help you go above the standard. With loot such as this the second maximum was your only limit. Therefore, the Attribute Power was capable of doubling embodiments if timely used. 
 
      
 
    Absolutely everybody was thrilled about the chance it gave. This nondescript-looking object didn’t only fix errors in opened attributes—it could double their capacity. Of course, this method could only be used effectively if you had access to a large amount of Chaos loot. And that would be problematic. Those things never appeared on the open market at all. Having conducted extensive research, I decided against selling any of mine using Stubs as a proxy. It would be too conspicuous—a bit like an unknown trader or miner trying to sell a brick-sized diamond on Earth. Or an even bigger one, perhaps. Besides, those items were a special currency used by old families. They came in handy if one needed to apologize to the Emperor, for example, or settle a dispute between clans. 
 
      
 
    The very ownership of such item was worth infinitely more than any paper, no matter what seals it bore upon it. It demonstrated without an iota of doubt that you weren’t just someone and that you had access to exclusive resources. The Steel Palace might seem to promote an egalitarian approach, but the requirement to donate a Lesser Attribute Power made applying impossible not only for commoners, but for minor aristocracy as well. Medium-level aristocracy would very occasionally be able to use one for this purpose. In theory, a commoner family could also come across an Attribute Power since any hunter could get lucky. With truly exceptional luck, even a weak Chaos creature such as a wisp could drop one. 
 
      
 
    I used to get them by the bucketful back in the day, and I could still get enough due to my abnormally high Measure of Order that made every kill incredibly lucrative even at my twenty-first Degree of Enlightenment. But it would really take a very rare stroke of luck for an average local to chance upon loot of this sort. And even if they did find any, they knew better than to take it to a mere reseller. They’d go straight to the aristocrats—and not just any family, but a truly influential one. 
 
      
 
    I had no idea how much a Lesser Attribute Power was worth, not even approximately. But I’d never have called it a trinket. The rest of it wasn’t any old junk, either, far from it. So the fat man must have really been spoiled by spending so much time close to the top. The very expression on his mug said that I had given him an insignificant token payment, and nothing but. 
 
      
 
    But he kept going on in the same manner. 
 
      
 
    “All right, Sir Chuck, we’ve taken care of all the formalities. Please accept my congratulations—you are a worthy candidate for studying at the Steel Palace of Crimson Glass. All you need to do is formally express your wish to commence your education out loud, after which you’ll be taken to your room.” 
 
    “But what about the rules?” I reminded him. 
 
    “What rules?” Brasse feigned surprise. 
 
      
 
    I was on to his act. One didn’t forget something like that. But I couldn’t really call out a master for horsing around, could I? So I had to remind him. 
 
      
 
    “The rules and regulations of the Steel Palace of Crimson Glass. No one has made those known to me yet.” 
 
    “Oh, indeed. My apologies, Sir Chuck. We have many rules, and some of our students find them excessively complex. It would therefore be pointless to read all of them to you at once. It will make more sense for you to pick them up as you go along. You have to be aware, though, that being ignorant of the rules does not constitute a valid excuse for breaking them. So be careful about any action that gives you second thoughts. Rely on your common sense, and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Not even a brief version, then? I could break some rule right from the start without even being aware of it, couldn’t I? Just give me the gist of it, if you will. I’d need some starting point, after all.” Deep down inside, I was pondering what the master had just said about the school’s rules. The books did omit a lot, it seemed.  
 
    “Sir Chuck, your passion for learning the rules of our great school is commendable. Few of our contenders have such attention to detail or tenacity in their search for answers. You will learn many of our rules really soon, during our first general muster. But allow me to explain a few things to you right away. Firstly, everything you’ve become accustomed to by now will have to be left at the door. Inside those walls, all the students are equal in absolutely everything. This implies mutual respect. This is how we do things here, and there’s a good reason for that. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “You’re trying to say commoners are treated the same as nobles, right?” 
 
    “All of you are equal, Sir Chuck. Incidentally, sirring inside is optional too. A propensity for simplicity in everything would do you a world of good in our school. All the students have equal worth to the school, and their masters call them all by their first names. When students address masters, they must show proper respect by using the title Master together with your mentor’s last name. The title “sir” is discouraged for addressing anyone directly, but it can be used to give proper respect when speaking of someone who isn’t present during the conversation. Even if a member of the Imperial Family pays us a visit, it will change virtually nothing. Even the Emperor himself is to be addressed with the abbreviated title—Emperor or Great Emperor. There are no excesses in anything within these walls. As for gestures, only our servants bow, and students may bow to each other before sparring. The rest are allowed to sketch a very light bow to express respect or understanding. The word of any master is the law. You are not allowed to demand anything from the master. Any trespass may result in points being taken off, which will lower your position in the school’s general rating. It might seem to you initially that these positions don’t mean much, but eventually you will realize that they’re the most important thing for those who really strive for success. You can receive points as rewards, but rest assured it’s a lot easier to lose points than it is to gain them, Sir Chuck. Once you step through the gate, you’ll gain them for what might be your only time. This is the initial number you get, one hundred—a zero rating in our terminology. Whether it should grow or dwindle depends entirely on your actions. You’ll be taken to your personal record board, on which you will write the number 100 in your own hand. If you write it correctly and demonstrate a good handwriting, you’ll receive another point. If you don’t, or if your handwriting turns out sloppy, which is often the case with those who can quickly crunch numbers in their head, you’ll get a point subtracted. In this case, you’ll end up with 99, and it will be the first lesson you shall learn here. The second will involve registering with the Master of Calligraphy for extra lessons in your free time—of which you will never have enough. Your education will continue for as long as you have points. Should they drop to zero, you’ll be requested to leave the Steel Palace of Crimson Glass. And now you have to confirm your wish to study with Rava’s greatest masters, or we will part ways right here. Another thing: try to use a minimum of words starting now. We shall vie for your mind and your attention, and we therefore value laconic speech over flowery verbiage. From now on, value every moment that is too precious to waste on extraneous words. A lapidarian manner is a common trait shared by all our graduates. So, what will you say, Chuck of Norris family? 
 
      
 
    I thought for a moment, unwilling to hurry with my response. That they didn’t think much of the traditional aristocratic grandstanding made me reconsider using the speech I had prepared for this occasion. 
 
      
 
    Having finally found new words, I opened my mouth—and checked myself. Everyone around me was now looking behind my back in a really funny way. One of the masters waved his hand, regally, and several guards armed with halberds and spears tensed at once. I also heard a strange sound—as if someone was dragging some metal object across the cobblestones. 
 
      
 
    It was bad manners to turn your face away from your interlocutor, and aristocrats of my standing had to keep propriety in mind at all times, but under these circumstances I couldn’t ignore what was going on, either, so I turned around. 
 
      
 
    Someone was approaching the table, causing no small commotion. It was hard to see whether it was a man or a woman, and it took me a few seconds to realize it was in fact a young girl—or almost a little girl, rather. All right, a teenager, roughly my own age, with eyes of emerald green that drew one’s attention and told everyone in no uncertain terms that she was of noble birth. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t just the matter of the unnaturally saturated color of her irises that almost threw sparkles around, but the young lady’s entire facial expression as well. A commoner could never look like that. Commoners strive for being inconspicuous from birth: their very lives teach them to act that way. But with this girl, not only were her eyes her most prominent feature, but they were also the only thing about her that lent itself to an easy enough description. She looked as though she had just had a bucket of blood poured over her—literally. Her face smeared with it, her clothes badly soiled, the girl had tangled hair that stuck in every direction, resembling a badly disturbed bird’s nest. She also appeared injured, visibly dragging one leg. There was a gash in the side of her garment, and the blade that had caused it must have also cut through skin and muscle. However, it didn’t look like the blood only came from that wound. There was just too much of it. Besides, how could she have gotten her head all bloody? Could she have another wound on it, invisible under her hair? That could in fact be the case, but I wouldn’t bet my lunch money on it. 
 
      
 
    The bloodied swords she had in both her hands, their tips dragging on the cobblestones, must have had something to do with it. Though it was unclear just what had happened to her, the newcomer obviously didn’t have that much strength left and found it hard to carry her weapons the proper way. She favored one leg and swayed like a zombie. Only the eyes showed that there was still enough life in her battered body to give anyone who might doubt it a thorough thrashing. Those were the kind of eyes I once saw on a wood cat, wounded in a fight with some unknown Grove predator. They were rare and beautiful animals, and secretive too. It wasn’t easy to come across one, yet all good hunters dreamed of it since, among other things, they had high-quality pelts with beautiful fur that was always in demand among the Northerners. Back then, I parted with that cat on amicable terms; it didn’t attack, and I wasn’t in the mood to find out whether it was really as dangerous as its eyes suggested. 
 
      
 
    The events kept unfolding while all those thoughts and memories were going through my mind. A bunch of guards deftly closed ranks around the girl, forming two rows behind her back—one facing the street whence she had come, the other eyeing her from the rear, all with their weapons at the ready. The girl paid no attention to the hullabaloo as she approached the group of masters. She stopped, throwing down a short cutlass with a menacingly curved blade—a commoner’s weapon resembling a wakizashi, which was particularly favored by mercenaries and assassins. Then she gave a casual salute with her other piece, a straight double-edged Artha classic, very similar to mine. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the girl broke her silence. 
 
      
 
    “I came to study at your school. This is my sword. Ask your questions.” 
 
      
 
    The masters exchanged curious glances. Brasse stared at me again. 
 
      
 
    “So? Do you confirm your wish to enroll in our school? We haven’t received a reply from you yet.” 
 
    “I do,” I nodded. 
 
    “Excellent. Dorran, please show this season’s first student to his room. We will now turn to the next contender.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 3 
 
    The First Roommate 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The books I had read didn’t say much about everyday life at the Steel Palace. The sparse tidbits I managed to find here and there implied that the students didn’t bunk on their own. Therefore, the only thing that surprised me as I stepped inside the room was the number of beds—five. The room was big enough to fit two dozen, but even given such ample space five were a bit too many. It felt more like soldiers’ barracks than a place of rest for Rava’s most distinguished families’ scions. It could have been worse, though, and I wasn’t so obsessed with privacy that I would be disheartened by having four roommates. The room also had a huge table surrounded with five uncomfortable-looking chairs. The rest of the furniture was fairly nondescript and stood in corners and by the walls. 
 
      
 
    They didn’t assign me a bunk. The servant led me to the door without saying a word, bowed, and left me on my own, closing the door behind him. Unless the place had some arcane rule invented for punishing impatient first-comers, I had a chance of choosing the best place for myself. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t think long, since the most attractive location was instantly visible. There were two bunks lined up by the walls on both sides and one near the only window—not right underneath, but a little to the side, almost in the corner, so that whoever slept there wouldn’t be bothered by draughts. Thus, anyone coming into the room would be able to see the other four bunks and the students on them clearly, while the light seeping in through the thin mica glass in the distance would afford the proud owner of the fifth a modicum of hazy protection. Besides, the tall headboard of the second bed from the door and the table in the middle obscured a part of my bunk too. It was definitely the best option. 
 
      
 
    Apart from the bunk, each student was given a small bedside cabinet, a weapons stand, a closet, and a trunk with a lock and key. The lock was as primitive as they went; you didn’t need to be a master locksmith to handle a contraption of that sort in less than a minute. It was symbolic rather than functional. However, my hidden receptacles spared me the worries about the most valuable of my possessions. 
 
      
 
    The first thing I did was place the sword from the Primordial Temple on the stand, followed by my dagger, an expensive bow bought en route to the capital, and a double quiver with different kinds of arrows. The armor I obtained at the Primordial Temple went on the stand as well (the suit was now in perfect order, having been repaired by a craftsman Master Tao trusted and asked to come over during the last few days of my training). The chain mail wasn’t exactly new, but it no longer looked like someone had fought a hard battle in it recently. That may well have been so, but I had to avoid disclosing too much of my biography so as not to attract any undue attention. 
 
      
 
    Having finished arranging my possessions, I stood still, unsure of what to do next. Some things I picked up on the way and certain hints dropped by the “welcoming committee” indicated it would be imprudent to leave the dorm to explore the school right then. The last thing I wanted was to lose points due to sheer ignorance. It was enough that I had already had a point taken off my hundred and was now at 99. I failed the calligraphy test, after all. I tried hard, and I thought I had given it a good shot, but they took that point off all the same. 
 
      
 
    The damn books didn’t say a single thing about that test! Had I known about it, I’d have unlocked the Calligraphy talent a long time ago and trained a little. It was simple and passive, just like Iron Skin. I had entry-level loot required for it; it dropped pretty often whenever I’d start writing something, and in other situations as well. But I had always thought I should save the slot for something more useful. It turned out I was wrong, and it cost me a point. A trifle, to be sure, but every little bit mattered. So venturing out was a nonstarter. I wondered what I should do to keep myself busy in the meantime. 
 
      
 
    I remembered that I hadn’t slept the previous night, nor had anything resembling proper rest in the previous few days, so I decided to catch up on it. Thus I started my very first day at the Steel Palace by trying out the comforts offered by my bed. 
 
      
 
    Alas, I instantly realized there wasn’t much in the way of comforts to be had here. The thin sheet covered wooden planks upholstered with felt that wasn’t much thicker than the sheet, and the blanket was far from sumptuous. The school building seemed to have its very own microclimate too: even though it was a hot summer day outside, the air inside was ostensibly cool. It would get chillier still at night, possibly, up to the point of being too cold for comfort. Not that I minded too much, of course. I had lived long enough in the northern woods to be discomfited so easily. But students with less outdoor experience would have it hard. 
 
      
 
    I had nothing to occupy my mind with, so I dozed off at once. I even saw a dream about writing “100” so elegantly I surprised myself, and the master calligraphist who was watching got so impressed with my handwriting that he gave me two points as a bonus instead of one, asking me to write “102” next. I obviously did it with just as much finesse, receiving another record bonus as a result. But I didn’t stop there and kept earning two points every minute. Soon I had so many that I wouldn’t possibly be able to go down to zero even if I killed the master calligraphist publicly and danced naked on his corpse. 
 
      
 
    By the time the count exceeded nine hundred, the door swung open. 
 
      
 
    A woodman is a light sleeper. I woke up instantly, but didn’t hurry to get up. Anyone entering the room would see I was sleeping since the bed wasn’t completely obscured from sight. This could be regarded as a first step towards the reputation as someone who wouldn’t be roused even by an artillery barrage, which was considered to be a sign of clear conscience. And the cleaner the conscience, the less interesting you were to anyone fond of prying. 
 
      
 
    Prying was the last thing I needed. 
 
      
 
    The sound of retreating footsteps was familiar; those must have belonged to the same servant who brought me to the room. I also heard someone else breathing near the door. It was easy enough to put two and two together: the first of my roommates had arrived.  
 
      
 
    I decided against jumping up and offering my greetings; I only turned my head a little, making it look like a semi-conscious motion by a sleeping person. I opened one of my eyes a crack to look at the weapons stand. My sword didn’t just hang there: I had pulled it out of the scabbard a little, turning the hilt strategically to be within easy reach from the bed. Additionally, a few inches of polished steel positioned at the right angle served as an improvised mirror, in which I could see the door area clearly while pretending to be asleep. 
 
      
 
    It was easy enough to take in the figure of my first roommate. The reflection didn’t offer much detail, but he seemed to be of the same age as me. However, unlike me, the guy clearly felt lost and insecure. He didn’t move at all, as if completely unaware of what to do next. 
 
      
 
    I sat up on the bed, turned around unhurriedly, and gazed at the newcomer. An adult he wasn’t, which was hardly surprising. The lad must have been even younger than me—not a day older than fourteen, if that. A diminutive teenager with ruffled blond hair sticking out in every direction and features so fine that you could mistake him for a girl if you dressed him in woman’s clothes. The bright blue color of his right eye testified to his noble blood. His left was a light hazel and looked a little odd, but there was nothing particularly unusual about that. Even the purest aristocratic lineages were frequently affected by heterochromia.  
 
      
 
    He had a traditional Ravan Yang sword on his belt. This type of weapon was old, but hardly obsolete. It was really common in the provinces of the South, and the rest of the Empire used it as well, and not only ceremonially. It would be more correct to call it a falchion as the blade was just a little bit curved, single-edged, and of the same width all along. There was a bright blue gem glistening in the pommel. Even from where I was, I got the impression that the small size of the stone was not at all indicative of its price. 
 
      
 
    A sword was never a cheap weapon anyway. In a world that used metals with unusual properties, a low-quality blade would get you killed in your very first battle. But this particular sword gave off the vibe of being really expensive. 
 
      
 
    I could see no other weapons, but there were two huge travel bags at the boy’s feet that could hold many interesting things. 
 
      
 
    The lad stared at me for a second before he spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, s… Oh… I mean, hi,” he said, tentatively. “Sorry I woke you up. My name is Tsass. Tsass of House Buggo. I’ll be studying here too.” 
 
    “Hi, Tsass,” I said. “Nothing to be sorry for. I’m Chuck of House Norris. We’re neighbors now. Pick any bunk you like before the others get here.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have to tell him twice. After some hesitation, Tsass chose the bunk on the left closest to mine and started to fiddle with his luggage. 
 
      
 
    As he fumbled with the straps, he asked, 
 
    “But why Chuck? Who is he? And what’s with the Norris family?” 
 
      
 
    Once again, I wondered if the books were correct on this particular issue. Some of the old masters seemed ambiguous about it. 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t we supposed to keep such things secret?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry!” Now the boy sounded altogether disheartened, almost apologizing for a bad blunder. “But they’re fake names and houses anyway. Everybody says you’re supposed to pick a historical figure. Tsass was a great hero in the Second Age of Darkness.  
 
    He defeated the sea monsters that lived underneath the promontory rocks and prevented ships from passing through to the North Sea. And Buggo was his clan. Haven’t you heard of them? But my mind draws a blank when I’m trying to think of a famous Chuck, or who the Norrises were. Of course I didn’t mean your actual name or family. Once again, I’m sorry for asking.” 
 
      
 
    “No biggie,” I waved him off. “Chuck from the noble clan of Norris used to be a famous hunter in the days of old. For some reason, tales of heroic hunters aren’t particularly popular.” 
 
    “Indeed. There are no great hunters I can think of,” Tsass admitted. 
 
    “Well, there you go.” 
 
    “This Chuck of yours must have been truly great.” 
 
    “You bet,” I nodded. “Unsurpassed in greatness. Children sleep with stuffed toys, while Chuck slept with an incarnation of Necros.” 
 
      
 
    “Is something like that even possible?” Tsass raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Nothing was impossible for Chuck of House Norris. He was one eighth Necros himself.” I waited for Tsass to process that outlandish claim, and then added, “Don’t get me wrong, Chuck wasn’t related to Necros spawn in any way. It’s just that he ate one in his youth.” 
 
    “But you cannot…” my roommate muttered, looking completely confused. 
 
      
 
    I just grinned. 
 
      
 
    “You cannot. Chuck could! He could do anything at all. Why, on one occasion, he put forty really fearsome bandits to death with his sheathed sword, and then unsheathed it and snuffed out another fifty. When he needed to clap his hands, he never used more than one. When in a fight, he pressed his toes into a fist and delivered roundhouse kicks in the head that were also punches. When Chuck needed something to spread on his toast, he would kick a cow and it dropped an entire pound of butter. Do you know why there are no more large-scale Chaos invasions? Because Chaos is mortally afraid to invade Chuck’s world. Before coming to Rock, ORDER asked Chuck for permission. During a thunderstorm, Chuck could strike a lightning, but it was never the other way round. Chuck was the best hunter ever, but he never used the word ‘hunting’ since it implies having to search for prey. Chuck went into the wildest woods in the North to kill. Chuck expressed his love for a person by not killing him or her, so, technically, both of us are still alive by the grace of Chuck’s love. You must have dreamed of becoming the legendary Tsass as a kid, and Chuck dreamed of becoming Chuck. Snakes never bit him: they were too afraid of his venom.” 
 
      
 
    I raked my mind for more Chuck Norris factoids where he was invariably reported to have a whole assortment of superhuman powers. A long time had passed since I last got to surf the Internet, so I couldn’t Google more of them. I forgot a lot, and not everything was adaptable to Rock’s realities anyway. 
 
      
 
    However, what I did remember was enough, as it turned out. Tsass peeked out from behind his closet door, an uncertain smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Oh… I get it. You’re joking. It’s funny!” 
 
      
 
    I glared at him and pressed my index finger to my lips. 
 
      
 
    “Anyone who wants to laugh at the great Chuck Norris is advised to do so in silence. Even now.” 
 
    “Oh, all right, point taken. He was a formidable character indeed. I say, Chuck, is it your first time here?” 
 
    “Yep. How about you?” 
 
      
 
    It was a rhetorical question. Tsass didn’t look old enough for this to be his second attempt. 
 
    “My first time too,” my roommate nodded. “Hey, do you have any idea where we could get a bite to eat here?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “No idea, but I don’t think they’ll starve us. But I’d wait rather than go looking. I still don’t know all their rules, so they might take another point off if you start roaming around.” 
 
    “What do you mean, another point off? Tsass looked surprised. “I didn’t lose any.” 
 
    “Didn’t you write the number on the personal board?” 
 
    “I did. But they didn’t take anything off. The master calligraphist even commended me on my handwriting and told me I had great potential there. I even wrote another number underneath when he gave me a bonus point. But he didn’t give me any more.” 
 
    “Damn… And I lost one,” I grimaced, once again reliving my first little snafu. “I barely got started, and I’m at ninety-nine already.” 
 
    “Do you really mean you couldn’t write 100 well?” Tsass looked surprised. 
 
    “Well, apparently I couldn’t. I have never been fond of those pretty squiggles anyway.” 
 
    “Well, you should have been. I had my calligraphy classes three times a week. You know, these lessons are useful. A nobleman has to be able to write like one since the essence of nobility should be seen in his writing even by the illiterate.” 
 
    “You don’t have to beat around the bush like that,” I winced. “Go ahead, just tell me I’m a moron who hasn’t given calligraphy its due attention and lost a point as a result.” 
 
      
 
    Tsass shook his head vigorously. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t mean it that way! Sorry!” 
 
      
 
    It was my turn to shake my head. 
 
      
 
    “Tsass, it’s my first time here and I don’t know enough, but I’m sure about one thing: if you apologize to everyone for your every word, you won’t be doing yourself any favors. Didn’t you listen to what they told you at the gate? They said we should be more easygoing. We’re all equal here, and we’re all in the same boat. If we aren’t deliberately rude to each other, there’s no need for any apologies. And we should really cut out the flowery style. Unless they kick us out, we’re here for a year, and we’ll even be sleeping in the same room. They don’t discriminate, or so they say. Our parentage is inconsequential, and blabbering about it is discouraged. So there’s no point in standing on ceremony.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tsass was shy and lacked confidence. That much was immediately clear to anyone who had eyes to see. I would bet the last shirt on my back that he was either the youngest son of some smaller clan’s head honcho, or came from a still respectable second-tier branch of one of the major clans. Though not looking anything like the child of a wealthy commoner, he was by no means a scion of a heavyweight noble family. 
 
      
 
    Tsass eventually relaxed in the company of his new acquaintance and became looser with his tongue, but I didn’t learn anything of interest from him. Just like me, he remembered the rule about secrecy, so he’d constantly check himself so as not to reveal anything about his origins. And since he constantly got sidetracked and reverted to talking about his childhood and his family, he checked himself a lot. So he turned out to be a poor source of information. 
 
      
 
    The servant came over once again at lunchtime. Instead of bringing in a new roommate, this time he took us to what amounted to the local canteen. 
 
      
 
    Students were supposed to eat outside, behind the intermittent line of the school’s buildings. There was a round area with long narrow tables and barebones benches out there, each under its own protective canopy. There were no luxuries—but that only concerned the setting. The servant showed us to our table and stood at attention nearby. Other servants brought in trays of food, and that was where true opulence revealed itself. The fare was incredibly refined and doubtlessly worthy of any top-tier aristocrat’s table. Even the choosiest Imperial toffs would have precious little to complain about there. 
 
      
 
    Tsass looked at the contents of several small dishes and a jug, and his eyes popped out. 
 
      
 
    “Chuck! Have you seen this? Vayan longtooth carp in tarato sauce! Where did they get it? How did they bring it in? This fish doesn’t survive long in barrels, and it is never found any further north than Groth. And here’s a marbled sawtooth sirloin roast, and Noan shrimp soup with passo mushrooms, leaves of macco and young wassis stalks. And they also have shaya beans stewed in tmyr juice. Chuck, it’s nothing but spices! And so much of them! I’ll be full long before I can get a mere taste of everything. They are very expensive spices too! See this? Hot hutchis relish! A single hutchis costs as much as a purebred foal!” 
 
    “You’re exaggerating,” I said, pretending to be unimpressed, as I wondered which dish to begin with. The food was indeed exquisite, and we were spoiled for choice. Everything looked and smelled delicious, but what was one supposed to do with so much of it? I’d need the stomach of a hippopotamus to eat everything I saw in front of me. 
 
    “Well, perhaps only a little,” Tsass agreed. “But the food is still exceptionally good. It’s to celebrate our first day here, right?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “Take a look around, Tsass. Does this look like a welcoming ceremony to you? To me it sure doesn’t. No one seems to care what day it is. That’s just how they feed you here, I guess. And don’t you start thanking the Steel Palace profusely. We aren’t foundlings. We come from Rava’s most distinguished families. Feeding us with the same kind of porridge that commoners eat would weaken our ORDER parameters. That’s not what elite training is supposed to be about. Therefore, no one skimps on the food. In a place like this, money is no issue.” 
 
    “Of course! The Emperor must be really generous to the school!” Tsass nodded. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled before dispelling another illusion for him. 
 
      
 
    “He can afford to be generous. He’ll even turn a profit at the end of the day. Remember the ritual donation? It didn’t seem too ritual to me—the way a sacrificial lamb would be, or some trinket, or even some really expensive item to be put on display. What we all contributed was no such thing. And even half of what we paid would suffice to feed us all nothing but choice purrah tubers and the hottest red hutchis in existence for a whole year. We can gorge ourselves on expensive food daily, and there’ll be enough left for our horses. It would also cover the fees of a dozen servants to chase away the flies while we stuff ourselves. So don’t think too much about it and carry on munching.” 
 
    “But you could probably survive without any expensive spices for a year,” Tsass continued, unrelenting. 
 
    “Students Chuck and Tsass, rise,” a voice from behind cut in. 
 
      
 
    It was a calm voice, but the tone clearly indicated the speaker was no servant getting a sudden urge to chat, but rather someone with unquestionable authority. The fact that the person managed to sneak up on us unnoticed also spoke volumes. 
 
      
 
    We rose, turned around as one, and saw a master in front of us. I hadn’t met him before and only identified him by the color of his clothes. Yet he knew our names, for some reason. 
 
      
 
    “I am Master Tsho, and I am responsible for feeding everyone who studies at the Steel Palace of Crimson Glass. If there’s anything you dislike about our food, the blame lies squarely with me.” 
 
    “Oh, we love the food! All of it!” Tsass hastened to assure him. 
 
    “Are you certain? All of it?” Tsho asked with suspicion. 
 
    “We are! Absolutely everything! All of it, as I’ve said!” 
 
    “In that case, may I inquire why you said one could go for a year without any expensive spices?” 
 
    “Master Tsho, please excuse me. I did not mean to criticize the quality of the food in any way. It is indeed beyond reproach.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you about the quality of the food, student Tsass. Answer quickly and stick to the point. Don’t mince words or try wiggling out of the answer, this will only earn you a demerit over here.” 
 
      
 
    The poor lad lost the rest of his confidence and began stuttering something unintelligible. The prospect of losing a point seemed to have made him lose his nerve. 
 
      
 
    “Speak up, student Tsass!” said the master. 
 
    “Master Tsho, spices are necessary for the attributes to develop harmoniously. Before an attribute is unlocked, it is like a useless empty vessel, and you can only hope for it to be filled properly if you eat right. But if no new attributes are opened, nothing dire is likely to happen. You can save the attributes for the future, and use the excess chi on talents to keep your current Degree of Enlightenment open since they don’t have embodiments that depend on the quality of food. That was what I had in mind—not the quality of your food.” 
 
      
 
    Tsho nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I hear you. And you, student Chuck? What’s your take on spices? Do you agree that they’re only necessary for the development of attributes?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “Master Tsho, the fact that spices are necessary for the development of attributes is a widely known fact that requires no further proof. Everybody knows that’s what they are primarily used for. However, there’s something else, which is just as important, although everyone overlooks it for some reason. Hardly anyone ever recalls that people existed before the advent of ORDER to Rock. But the truth is it is also an alien like Chaos, except it’s a useful alien. Still, it is foreign to this world, and we aren’t born adapted to it, so we need special supports to live in symbiosis with ORDER, which has blessed our world in a certain way for this very purpose. Its particles permeate every living thing, and the ones that maintain the structures of ORDER in a human body are known as elements, or colored elements, since they’re classified by color. The most useful of them are known as spices, and they affect all our ORDER in general, and not just its best-known and most important part. If one’s nutrition is subpar, the attributes, talents, and states will function worse. In most cases, the difference will be almost impossible to notice, and it will take time for the deterioration to become apparent. Since the process is hard to observe, it is of little interest to most. But I’m curious enough, and I know for certain that malnutrition results in the loss of one’s gifts, and the longer one doesn’t get fed well, the worse one’s ORDER functions, and even the best diet won’t restore it immediately. It is also assumed that in the worst-case scenarios full restoration may be impossible and something will get lost forever.” 
 
      
 
    The master nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I will never cease to marvel at how facts of such importance are ignored so much that children are never told about them. And I disagree with your take on attributes being more important than their supporting elements. Attributes alone are nothing. Only by supporting them right can you expect to get the most out of what ORDER bestows upon us. And here, at the Steel Palace of Crimson Glass, you will often be expected to give it your all, holding nothing back. Every trifling detail is important in such a scenario, and proper nutrition is by no means a trifle. Always keep that in mind. You, student Tsass, will go to your board after lunch and strike off a point at my behest. As for you, student Chuck, you’ll just return to your room without being punished. My disagreement with your prioritization is a matter for discussion rather than an axiom. Now get back to your meal and leave nothing on your plates. Your lunch deserves as much. Anyone who fails to give due respect to our cooks’ efforts deserves punishment in my books. 
 
      
 
    Well, I was thinking as we sat back down, no extra points for you, Chuck, despite your valiant efforts, but at least you didn’t lose one, like Tsass. One might say the two of us broke even. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 4 
 
    New Roommates. Who Gets the Best Place? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tsass was in the doldrums after lunch, mourning the loss of that point. Not particularly talkative before, he now clammed up completely. He just sat there at the table looking miserable and leafing through some thick volume. I noticed that one of his bags was filled with books almost halfway. 
 
      
 
    I assumed my roommate was trying to fill the gap in his knowledge that the master had pointed out to him and asked to borrow one of his books. He was willing to share and handed me a rather remarkable literary work the likes of which I hadn’t encountered before. It was called The Amazing and Fantastic Adventures of the Great Hero Gwoy of House Trano in the Times Preceding His Most Heroic Deeds: the Dawn of His Career as a Great Warrior and the Firebrand of Unbridled Female Passion. 
 
      
 
    The title alone said it all. A few minutes later, I had no doubts left that what I was holding in my hands was the local equivalent of pulp fiction, rife with clichés and ancient tropes of the genre. The very first page described Gwoy’s appearance, and the thought of going easy on superlative epithets had certainly never crossed the author’s mind. “His eyes were enormous, their cerulean blue just like the sky on a sunny midday. They reflected a boundless ocean of inner power illuminated by the passionate flames of a volcano incandescent with fierceness and passion capable of incinerating enemies as well as kindling the flame of love without ever tiring.” His height, muscles, chiseled features, and the rock-hard calluses on his knuckles and the edges on his hands were described in great detail too. Nor was his masculinity omitted from the description. There were such passages as “The sight of such a paragon of handsomeness could make even ladies on their deathbed feel their vitality return. Nature itself inexorably drew them into his arms, for this man was truly the epitome of male perfection. No woman could resist this urge, so Gwoy of House Trano simply had to choose the most beautiful noble maidens, with nothing but glances of extreme scorn reserved for those unfortunate plain little things and pimpled commoners.” 
 
      
 
    The opening passage was followed by a battle scene. The monster that the hero had to fight was so enormously powerful that I wouldn’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell against it even if I had a hundred wraiths as strong as the Shadow of Necros at my beck and call and two fully-charged Destroyers in my hands. But Gwoy managed on his own just fine. He spent most of the time dissing the monster, rather than fighting it, demonstrating his vast and indubitable superiority in every way imaginable. 
 
      
 
    The plot wasn’t anything to write home about, either. Not even being perfectly linear saved it from incoherence and obvious contradictions. Everything moved straight from Point A to Point B without the slightest hint at complexity or finesse. To put it bluntly, the text was primitive swill. Just about the only useful purpose for such literature I could think of was providing temporarily relief of one’s inferiority complex. If you didn’t have one developed to a sufficient extent, your brain invariably kicked in, and before long you began laughing. 
 
      
 
    My mind just couldn’t be silenced, so I kept going from one blunder to another, stumbling over virtually everything. I got the impression that once the author finished a page or two, he gave the text away to be copied and started on the next segment, never checking what he had written and foregoing proofreading completely. He seemed to be in such a hurry that he skipped words, ruined his sentence structure, and often contradicted himself even in adjacent paragraphs. In other words, the clear mountain stream of a structured narrative was replaced with dishwater poured from a rusty bucket in small portions, each of them containing something particularly malodorous for the reading enjoyment of true connoisseurs of such smelly kernels. In addition to the Big Kahuna himself, there were two types of characters in the book: invariably beautiful maidens, of whom the seduction would be described in great detail, and enemies defeated with maximum humiliation. It didn’t take a secondary character much to become an antagonist. Something as inconsequential as not bowing deeply enough to Gwoy of House Trano was considered a sufficient excuse for verbal or physical abuse, including grievous bodily harm and eventual death. 
 
      
 
    Thus, my initial assumption was correct. Tsass preferred the lowest-grade downmarket swill I had seen in great abundance on Earth. All the signs were there; the only thing missing was the traditional printed cover with a near-naked bodybuilder, a weapon in one hand and a nubile young lass, clad just as scantily, grabbing the other, the maiden looking at him dreamily, like a cow giving birth. Alternatively, it could be an Asian version of the same with heroic long-haired boys, girls showing a lot of leg, and all of them with eyes the size of portholes on an ocean liner. However, cover art did not yet exist in Rock, so one would have to rely on the flowery title for reference. 
 
      
 
    I recognized the calligraphic talent Tsass had; he was indeed much better than me that way. But if he relied on such literature for knowledge about the facts of life, his fumbled answer to the question on spices was easy to explain. The boy’s favorite genre didn’t only forego logic altogether, it also skimped on descriptions since those were extraneous in a genre that consisted of virtually nothing but an endless recycling of clichés.  
 
      
 
    Yet Master Tsho had asked an incredibly simple question. What was Tsass going to do once they started asking us about more advanced things? He might not make it until the end of the year, after all. Had he been brawnier, he would have been able to make up for it as a fighter, but I was prepared to wager Tsass wasn’t the type. I was well familiar with violence and could normally sense someone’s ability for it well. This boy just didn’t give me the right kind of vibe. 
 
      
 
    At any rate, the narrative in the book was as vacuous as it could possibly get, but I wondered whether I could still glean something from the text—an insight into the psychology of its target audience, if nothing else. You never knew what could come in handy. 
 
      
 
    Reading—even this kind of reading—made time go by faster. About an hour later, the familiar servant appeared again, accompanied by another roommate. This one looked absolutely nothing like Tsass—neither in appearance, nor, apparently, in temperament, as given away by certain prominent features. 
 
      
 
    In the newcomer’s case, those weren’t merely well-defined—they were exaggerated. You could instantly tell that he had enough arrogance, cockiness, rudeness, and displeasure with absolutely everything around him for three people. However, that most likely didn’t apply to his intellect. 
 
      
 
    He was about five inches taller than Tsass and nearly the same height as me—perhaps, half an inch to an inch taller. However, his shoulders were a lot broader than mine, let alone the pulp fiction lover’s. It was rather obvious, though, that his mass wasn’t all muscle, since the guy was clearly overweight. His mug also gave him away as a glutton. He’d enjoy the food here, I thought to myself. 
 
      
 
    He had a traditional yang on his belt too, but his didn’t look like Tsass’ one bit. The blade was standard enough; the canons for its shape were strict. But the master craftsman had gone all-out on the hilt. There were so many gems on it one could hardly find a free spot. It was nothing short of an enormous abrasive surface comprised of precious stones. You wouldn’t be able to use a sword like that in battle; the gems’ edges would make it unwieldy and slice through your skin during strong strikes or blocks. However, it was a convenient way of showing everyone that you had more money than you knew what to do with. 
 
      
 
    Our new roommate paid no attention to us as he barked at the servant, who was about to leave. 
 
      
 
    “Where do you think you’re going? I never told you that you could leave! Hang my clothes up in the closet, and make sure there are no unnecessary creases! Then take my boots and polish them. Can’t you see they’re dusty? It seems that whoever is in charge of this pigsty is just as lazy as you! It’s all covered in filth! What backwater hamlet did they find you in?!” 
 
    And on, and on it went. 
 
      
 
    It was a strange kind of an accusation. Me, I’d be at a loss trying to think of a more orderly place. Nearly the entire territory of the Steel Palace was paved with large cobblestones or even enormous slabs that must have weighed a ton or more. They were maintained well too as there was hardly any dirt even in the joints. Unpaved places were made into small Ravan gardens—a dozen or two of well-cared-for trees and shrubs, artistic-looking piles of boulders, and tiny ponds with colorful fish, crisscrossed by paths of the same well-fit-together cobblestones or patches of lawn grass of such a bright emerald green that dust seemed to feel embarrassed about falling onto its blades, which grew incredibly thick and were so elastic to the touch one could mistake them for plastic. 
 
      
 
    So where could he have found dirt here? That was clearly the guy nitpicking for no reason at all. Thus, my first impression must have been right, after all. Besides, a pig will find dirt wherever it goes. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, but which closet is yours, if I may ask?” the servant asked in an emotionless voice, taking advantage of a brief pause in the newcomer’s angry diatribe. 
 
      
 
    The big guy’s face displayed a momentary mental effort. There was clearly something there he had overlooked. However, his confusion didn’t last long. Having gotten his bearings in a few seconds, the newcomer made his decision at once. He took a few steps towards me with nary a doubt. 
 
      
 
    “Give me your place. There must be lots of cockroaches in this pigsty, and there are always fewer of them near windows. Hey, you!” This was directed at the servant. “Take out his stuff and put my things into his closet instead.” 
 
    “Hold on a second there,” I said calmly, still engrossed in the adventures of the great hero Gwoy who had just then got his hand up yet another skirt, said appendage still covered with the blood of the evildoer he had humiliated to death. “This is my closet and my possessions will remain in it. You have three vacant places at your disposal, so you can choose any of those.” 
 
    “What did you just say?” The newcomer’s nostrils flared with ire. 
 
      
 
    I sighed, looked up from the book, stared the oaf right in the eye, and repeated what I said almost verbatim in that special tone of voice used to tell a cat that it should pee in its sandbox and not in the shoes of a respected guest. One also speaks that way to halfwits. 
 
      
 
    “See this closet? It’s mine. Do you understand the word ‘mine?’ Splendid. This bed isn’t mine. Those two by the door aren’t taken either. You can choose any of those, and it will be yours. Don’t touch other people’s bunks. You cannot. Ever. Respected folks don’t do that. Do you read me well, or do I need to explain it to you once again? ” 
 
      
 
    The servant’s passionless visage twitched a little. I was under the impression he was barely managing to keep himself from laughing out loud, which would normally be considered incredibly bold behavior for a commoner. 
 
      
 
    The big guy loomed over the bed where I still lingered, lazily, and roared. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Akhshot of House Shao, and I’ll remember you well. Real well.” 
 
    “I’ll be proud that Akhshot of House Shao himself remembers me,” I said in a voice solemn enough for any ham actor, emphasizing the word ‘himself’ as well as the newcomer’s nickname. 
 
      
 
    Even the normally timid Tsass couldn’t help snickering. I could distinctly see waves of tension roll all over the servant’s face, as it must have been real hard for the poor guy to keep his face straight. 
 
      
 
    Our newest roommate was rather cavalier in his choice of an alias. I had already realized that it was commonplace to use names of ancient heroes as pseudonyms, with actual historical characters being most popular. But if one went with myths, one was supposed to have a modicum of restraint, and mixing up myth and history wasn’t de rigueur in general. Calling yourself Akhshot of House Shao was tantamount to declaring you were Spiderman from the family of Julius Caesar on Earth. It didn’t even work well as a joke. But this weirdo really meant it. That’s what people would call him for a whole year now. 
 
      
 
    Indeed, my initial surmise had been correct. Akhshot wasn’t the sharpest crayon in the box. However, the fellow didn’t look completely hopeless, either, since he decided not to escalate the conflict. Akhshot must have realized quickly enough I wasn’t the best target for bullying, and picking on Tsass would be pointless—perhaps, since the latter didn’t have as conveniently-placed a bunk. Or maybe the fatso only had enough oomph in him for a single charge and decided to beat the retreat for the time being. Whatever his reasons, I couldn’t care less. 
 
      
 
    Akhshot let the servant bear the brunt of his displeasure while the poor guy was unpacking his bags. The chubster turned out to have so much clothing that it barely fit into a roomy closet. While the servant was hanging it out, Akhshot spared no vitriol to berate the commoner for his alleged failure to move with due speed, finding fault with absolutely everything he did. As a final touch, he ordered that his shoes be cleaned and polished as soon as possible, and may the gods help the poor sod if his orders were not carried out to a tee. 
 
      
 
    The servant returned half an hour later without any shoes, bringing in another student instead. This one looked like a social animal, but not particularly bright or strong-willed. You could instantly see he had enough sense of humor to do standup comedy, but his witticisms were not for a discerning audience and would very likely come back to bite him in the rear in many cases. Otherwise, he looked nondescript and more like a commoner than an aristocrat. His eyes were brighter than a commoner’s, but there was nothing remarkable about their color. It was true that even the most distinguished aristocratic clans were often deficient in iris coloration, but the new guy was unlikely to be one of those. His clothes and his modest pack confirmed that impression. The sword looked as if he had bought it in the first store he came across on the way. Not even an elite commoner would wear a weapon like that. 
 
      
 
    Not only did the newcomer appear to have even less luggage than me, but he apparently decided to do without any protective equipment at all. He might still have the lightest kind of chain mail rolled and stuffed in his bag, but that thing would hardly protect him against much more than a robber’s knife in a dark alley. I wondered how his family even managed the ritual donation. Or did they only skimp on the basics? 
 
      
 
    Ignoring the servant altogether, the newcomer launched a happy tirade once he set foot in the room. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, everyone! I’m Paxus of House Tashlim. Well, I am sure you know I’m just a pretend Paxus, but everyone’s got a moniker here, so there’s no getting out of it. And I like the way Paxus sounds anyway. Cool, huh? So, what are your names, then?” 
 
    “I’m Tsass of House Buggo,” the boy next to me replied at once. 
 
    “I’m Akhshot of House Shao,” said a self-important voice from the bed near the door. 
 
    “Chuck. Family Norris.” 
 
      
 
    I may have sounded a bit too unmannerly, but we had been specifically told not to stand on ceremony. Besides, I had almost no doubt our new roommate would care none. 
 
      
 
    He confirmed the opinion I had already formed of him by giving me a mischievous wink and opened up the spigot again as he headed towards the free bed by the door. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Akhshot, that’s a cool nickname. Did you think of it yourself?” 
 
    “Of course I did. Who else would have done it better than me?” 
 
      
 
    I wondered how the chubby boy’s inflated ego avoided bursting since he kept pumping it up all the time with enormous faith in his greatness. You could see though that said faith had already developed a few cracks in it. He may have thought at first he would immediately proclaim himself the king of the hill, but I could tell he had second thoughts now. Besides, he wouldn’t be able to guard the top of that hill well even if he managed to get there after all. I had him pinned down as lazy and uncouth right away. His eyes were glazing over already, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he fell asleep right there and then. 
 
      
 
    However, fate may have had something else in store for him. Paxus seemed anxious to demonstrate his sense of humor again and again, without caring much about the finesse of his comic routine. And he clearly chose Akhshot as his target since the fat turkey did in fact seem like an ideal mark for a practical joke. One just couldn’t miss. 
 
      
 
    “Would you believe it? I’ve seen some girls on my way here,” Paxus said as he began unpacking his stuff in the most careless and hasty of manners. 
 
    “You mean, other students?” Tsass asked. 
 
    “The very ones. Their dorms are opposite ours—on the other side of the garden with two ponds. They were looking out of their windows as I was escorted here. Do you really mean you haven’t seen them?” 
 
    “I saw one,” I admitted. 
 
    “So, how was she?” Paxus asked with unfeigned interest. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, what did she look like? Her face, her shapes? Ancient goddess with a face of a cow— or the other way round? Or was she a ten in every way? What exactly was she like?” 
 
    “I thought she had a nice figure…” I said, trying to picture the girl at admissions in my mind. “If you like long legs on slender girls, that is. Can’t say much about her face, since it was covered with blood.” 
 
    “What?! Who could have hurt a girl?!” 
 
    “It didn’t look like her blood. She had swords in both hands. One was clearly taken from an enemy. It wasn’t a noble blade. The other one was. Both were gory up to their hilts, with pieces of flesh stuck to the metal in a few places. She must have made mincemeat of someone on her way to school. And I’d bet there was more than one attacker. That kind of spray pattern usually happens in a serious close-quarters battle in a confined space. I’d say she’s a very competent fighter.” 
 
    “Dude, what the hell!” Paxus seemed hurt for some reason. “I was seriously asking about pretty girls, and you give me all that gory crap—blood, swords, mincemeat… Girls are pretty little things, they should be no part of that! I saw three on my way here, and they left me speechless. They were all perfect in every way.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘perfect?’ Akhshot exhibited an interest. “Is that, like, real pretty?” 
 
    Paxus shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “My friend, ‘pretty’ is such a small word to use to describe them. They were exquisite beauties. It would be hard to imagine anyone closer to perfection. Sweet faces, great bodies. Each of them. I couldn’t find any fault at all. And they are just across the garden from us. Can you imagine that?” 
 
    “You mean, all three of them were beautiful?” The big guy sat up on his bed with a look of great curiosity on his face. 
 
    “Well, duh… One had hair the color of polished moon metal. How about that? And, boy, the chest on her… Her little hills looked like they’d break free from her shirt any moment. I just can’t get that picture out of my mind!” 
 
    “They have to be older than us then. Perhaps, it’s their second time around or something,” Tsass noted in a perfectly reasonable way. The kind of cleavage Paxus described would be hard to imagine on someone his own age. 
 
    “And what about the rest?” Akhshot asked. 
 
    “The rest were okay too, but how would I put it… They had less finesse. The dark-haired one was okay, but the other one… Let me tell you, I’ve seen all kinds, but girls like her are something else…” 
 
      
 
    Paxus proceeded with a long trip down memory lane. He related his biography to us in great detail, omitting everything but the lewd moments, and there were enough of those for an old man who had been chasing skirts all his life long. Our new roommate had a perfect explanation, though: he said he was the scourge of every maid from the tender age of ten, and by the time he was twelve, all the peasants in the area would hide their daughters, mothers, and grandmothers when they saw him coming. He didn’t follow any particular chronology. After a story about an unsuccessful attempt at a night of love with a mature maid and two of her daughters, he immediately switched to how he was around four years of age when he heard strange sounds coming from the stables once, after seeing a stable boy and a kitchen maid sneak in there moments before. That was the day when he supposedly found out there was a certain side to interactions between fellow humans he wasn’t yet aware of, and said knowledge changed his life completely. 
 
      
 
    If one was to believe Paxus was telling the truth, he was physically incapable of passing any female at all without imagining things. Sometimes he stared at good-looking boys too, he said, but a pretty thing was a pretty thing, you know. He also exhibited an interest in dogs in heat, as well as sheep and cattle, and even hens and roosters mating. Basically, everything that concerned procreation seemed to be of enormous importance to Paxus. Had someone told him about pollination, I gathered, he would have probably started watching bees and butterflies flying from flower to flower. 
 
      
 
    As Paxus was hastily pouring all of that out, he addressed no one but Akhshot, ignoring Tsass and I completely, it seemed. The fat guy nodded along eagerly, asked questions every now and then, and would often laugh at some of the slapstick material Paxus was so eager to supply. He relaxed and almost stopped behaving like a paragon of human greatness among lesser creatures fit only for crawling at his feet. 
 
      
 
    Even the arrival of the fifth student didn’t interfere with that rather one-sided flow of eloquence. The newcomer was a strapping lad of my own height. His face was simple and stern. In the right kind of clothes, he’d be the very image of a young woodsman who had already seen a few things in life. His completely nondescript sword with a hilt and a scabbard that showed signs of serious wear confirmed that impression. A heavy fighting knife and a bow completed the picture in a very organic manner. 
 
      
 
    He introduced himself as Ogron of the Duar family and gave the impression of being a taciturn character from the very start—not shy like Tsass, but simply not too fond of idle chitchat. Besides, he didn’t seem to be that interested in the topic Paxus was exploring with such zeal. 
 
      
 
    Indeed, while our last roommate was unpacking his sparse possessions, our chief talker never shut up for a single moment. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Akhshot, do you know that the Red Petal Orchard is just four blocks away from here? Right out of the gate and straight ahead.” 
 
    “An orchard? Why, I don’t even like fruit all that much.” 
 
    “Fruit?! How can you not know something like that?!” Paxus said with feigned indignation. “Red! Petal! Orchard! Come on, Akhshot, use your head! You’re a cool guy, and one can tell right away you have a head on your shoulders. I can always see who’s worth what, so I’d be happy to join someone like you on any adventure any time. There’s no way one could forget something like that! Rake your memory!” 
 
    “Oh, yeah… I’m beginning to remember now…” Akhshot said in the voice of someone who had no idea what he was talking about. By now, he had been completely hypnotized by Paxus’s flowery descriptions of attractive women and all the fun that could be had with them. 
 
    “Of course you are!” The chatterbox continued with unbridled enthusiasm. “After all, you and I know perfectly well that Rava’s most famous brothel is called the Red Petal Orchard. We’ll have to think of a way to get there, Akhshot, my man. And I’m talking about getting there soon, rather than waiting until they start letting us out. How are you with walls? Are you a good climber? Although why do I even bother asking! Of course you’d run right up that wall for that kind of candy. Anyway, all we need to do is climb over the outer wall, and I’ll take care of the rest. They have the Abode of Thorny Lilies there too. If the Red Petal Orchard is the best brothel in the empire, the Abode of Thorny Lilies is the best of what the Orchard has to offer. Dig that? Top-of-the-line stuff. Well, you know what I mean. Everybody does.” 
 
      
 
    That may well have been the first thing the blabbermouth said that acknowledged the presence of the rest of us in the room, and he even winked at Ogron and myself.  
 
      
 
    Ogron only grunted in response, making Akhshot perk up. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Paxus, what was that again?” 
 
    “Buddy, I am sure you heard all about it. That’s where they keep all their special treats. No one speaks about it openly, but those in the know grin and wink at once.” 
 
    “What kind of special treats?” The big guy was still not getting it. 
 
    “Akhshot, I don’t know any details, but those girls must be very, very special. We definitely have to see them—and not just see, you know. Someone told me there are twelve of them on each floor. How’s your money thing? Will we be able to afford them all? Oh, what am I saying, of course we should. Damn, for something like this I’d borrow like there was no tomorrow, if need be. So here’s the plan: first we take the whole first floor. All of them at once. We do our thing there, quickly, and get up to the second floor, where there are twelve more. I don’t usually hurry in these matters, but we’ll have to get back before dawn, or they’ll start taking off points. They do it even if you write a squiggle wrong, so an escapade like that could warrant a ten-point demerit, and we don’t want that. Those points are like money here. So we do things quickly. There’s also the third floor, after all, and that’s where they say their girl with three breasts lives.” 
 
    “How can this be?!” Akhshot looked genuinely stumped now. 
 
      
 
    Even Tsass, who had been diligently pretending to be engrossed in his heroic saga, pricked his ears and strained his eye muscles, throwing sideways glances at Paxus. 
 
      
 
    The latter didn’t keep his audience waiting. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to lie about something I have no firsthand experience with, but I heard about it from a guy who can be trusted. But you have to realize that you need to check such rumors. That’s exactly what we’ll do once we’re through with the first two floors.” 
 
    “You bigmouths would do well to go through a quarter of one in a single night,” Ogron quipped with a good-natured chuckle. 
 
      
 
    Oddly enough, Paxus didn’t argue. 
 
      
 
    “You’re right there, buddy. A regular guy won’t be able to please two dozen beauties in one go. Even I will find it hard, and I’m far from regular. It will be harder for someone out of practice like you, Akhshot. But worry not, I’ll show you something that will change your life forever. Open your mouth. Don’t look at me like that, open up! You will break no sweat taking those twenty-four girls on and reach the third floor before you know it.” 
 
      
 
    As I mentioned earlier, Akhshot had long since been hypnotized. He may have been overwhelmed by our roommate’s ceaseless blabbering, but the seeds from all those randy stories fell onto fertile soil. He twitched, drooled, and watched Paxus with a strange glint in his eyes. So he asked no questions and did as he was told. 
 
      
 
    Paxus put something in his mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Here. Swallow it. It’s expensive as hell, and they don’t sell this stuff to just anyone, even if you know where to get it.” 
 
    “Hey, it tastes real nice,” the big guy said, apparently surprised. Without further ado, he reached out and grabbed something the size of a small pill from Paxus’ palm, still outstretched, popping it in his mouth right away. 
 
    “That’s right. Tastes just like a candied muwa ball,” he nodded. “Gimme another one.” 
 
      
 
    Paxus jerked, putting his hand behind his back right away. 
 
      
 
    “No, no, you can’t have more than one!” 
 
    “Why not? You offered it yourself, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I only gave you one. And it was a small one. The second one was bigger, and that, my friend, presents a problem. For you, that is. For the rest of us, it will just be hilarious.” 
 
    “Huh? Come again?” 
 
    “One shouldn’t overdo these things,” Paxus grinned. “Anyway, don’t you worry. You won’t die. You’re a big guy. You can handle it.” 
 
    “What is that crap you gave me?!” Akhshot asked, visibly concerned.  
 
    “It’s not crap! It’s a very useful thing,” Paxus protested. “And I’ve only given you one. You grabbed the second one yourself without even asking.” 
 
    “What have you given me, you moron?!” Akhshot was almost shouting now. 
 
    “Garavra,” Paxus said in a conspiratorial muffled voice. 
 
    “What the hell is garavra?” The big guy looked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    I was puzzled too since I never heard that word before. 
 
      
 
    Ogron, on the other hand, burst out laughing. Done with neatly arranging his stuff in the closet, he was sitting on his bed, following the exchange with half an ear. 
 
      
 
    “We give garavra to our horses before mating,” he said. “Half a ground pod per stallion, that’s the regular dosage. There are usually one or two seeds in the pod, and that’s how they’re known—singles or doubles. They grind them between rocks, mix them with flour and sugar, and dry them like that. You’ve just had a single and a double at once, and that would be enough for half a dozen steeds. I say you can start running towards the Red Petal Orchard right about now. Also… Never mind that wall. You could break right through it with your… you know… If you don’t burst before, that is.” 
 
    “Break through it with what?” There was now sheer panic in Akhshot’s voice. 
 
    “With your battering ram.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about? I have no battering ram. And why would I burst?!” 
 
    Ogron chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Your battering ram will appear shortly. Take good care of it. A dose like that could indeed send it flying.” 
 
    “Uh… What do you mean? Paxus, what was that stuff you gave me?!” Akhshot knew little of animal husbandry, it seemed, and what Ogron said did little to assuage his sudden fears. 
 
    “Chill, Akhshot, everything’s just peachy!” Paxus replied in an oily voice. “Garavra is a strong, rare, and expensive medicine. I wouldn’t give you just anything…” 
 
    “A silver for a handful of doubles, and singles go for coppers…” Ogron muttered from his corner. 
 
    “With garavra, you can go through every brothel in town twice in a night,” Paxus continued, letting Ogron’s words slide. “Yes, that’s right: twice with every girl in every brothel, and then do the night guards you meet on the way back. Get ready for a life of glory, pal. But you’d better curb your enthusiasm until you actually get to those girls. Try not to picture things in your mind before you do. Think of something else. Something neutral. Or your body will react prematurely.” 
 
    “React?! How?! Tell me!” 
 
    “You know, the usual way. But don’t you worry about that. Just try not to think about the three breasts on the magic beauty from the Abode of Thorny Lilies. And that slender waist of hers, and the bellybutton from heaven, and the red little flower, and…” 
 
    “Hey! Stop it!” poor Akhshot jumped from his bed. “Why did you have to give me this god-awful potion of yours?! Paxus! You have to warn people about things like that! And stop blabbering about that girl with three breasts! Shut up, all right? I have a log in my pants now, and it’s all your fault! Chaos take you! I need to calm down! Shut up!” 
 
    “It’s a bit late for that…” Ogron chuckled. 
 
    “What do you mean, a bit late?” Akhshot squeaked, sounding terrified. 
 
    “Stallions don’t calm down that easily after garavra. Once you turn them on, it’s going to last a while.” 
 
    “Chaos! I really feel like I’ll burst any moment! What the hell?! What am I supposed to do now?!” 
 
      
 
    Ogron shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Anything you like. You could tie an ax to your… battering ram, and go chop some wood. Actually, you don’t even need the ax. After so much garavra, you’ll do without just fine.” 
 
    “Paxus!” Akhshot nearly howled. “Chaos! It hurts! I need to change! Cover myself! A bathrobe! I need a bathrobe! Where did I…” 
 
      
 
    The big guy never finished. The door opened and the same servant as before appeared in the doorway. Akhshot saw the commoner and tried to use him as a target for his frustration. 
 
      
 
    “Where the hell have you been so long, you good-for-nothing layabout? And where are my shoes?!” 
 
      
 
    The servant stepped aside without saying a word, and another man appeared from behind. He looked middle-aged, but you never knew with masters. This one could have been a lot older than the elderly commoner. 
 
      
 
    This was no servant. We got a visit from a master—or an impostor wearing their colors, which I thought unlikely. 
 
      
 
    The master looked stern. His head was shaved clean, with a smooth face to match, on which the expression proclaimed in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t the most placid of mortals by far. Unlike some of his brawnier colleagues, the master was tall and sinewy. I had no doubts he was also a great fighter. No one with at least some combat experience would. 
 
      
 
    “Up!” The master barked in a voice used to unquestioning obedience. 
 
      
 
    Everybody but Akhshot jumped up. He was already on his feet, so he just squared his shoulders a little, trying to look more presentable. At the same time, the boy’s entire upper body leaned forward. His knees were bent a little, and his toes faced inward. It was clearly visible now what a big red-hot rock garavra put in his crotch. It must have been really uncomfortable.  
 
      
 
    The man with the shaved head gave us all an utterly scornful look and introduced himself. 
 
      
 
    “I am Master Hogg, and all the students in this dorm are my responsibility. But I’m not responsible for wiping your noses. It’s a lot worse—for you, that is. If I see anyone with a snotty nose, I’ll push the snot right back where it came from. Along with the nose itself. Do you understand me? Not a word from you bunch! I see you understand nothing. That was a rhetorical question. But you will, before too long. I’ll teach you myself, and if I fail, my brother, the most esteemed Master Byogg, will certainly succeed. You,” the master pointed at the big guy. “Did you say your name was Akhshot?!” 
 
    “Yes, you can call me that while I’m here,” said our roommate, desperately trying to regain his former arrogance. 
 
    “My, thanks for allowing me,” the master sneered. “Say, Akhshot, what’s going on in your pants?” 
 
    “Well… It’s like… Master Hogg… It’s… Sort of… kinda… happened this way…” The big guy was wilting from embarrassment right before our eyes. Nothing remained of his arrogant tone, he was simply muttering like a child caught in some mischievous act. 
 
    “I can see what happened to you perfectly well. You don’t have to state the obvious. I was asking about the cause of this reaction. Is that me making you so excited?” 
 
    “No, Master Hogg! By no means! It’s just that… It’s… Master, you misunderstood me, I didn’t…” 
 
    “What am I supposed to think at the sight of such gross indecency, dear boy?” Hogg interrupted him. “Take a good look around you. Open your eyes wide. What do you see? Are there any girls in sight? There aren’t, are there? I don’t see any, either. And there couldn’t possibly be any around, since women are forbidden from entering your dorms. So what is it then? Is it your roommates who give you a reason for so much joy? If it isn’t me, it must be them. Joy is good, but there’s a time and place for everything. I have to tell you something right away, Akhshot. We don’t express our joy in that way over here. The school thrives on austerity in everything—thought, word, and action. If one of you gets caught playing with his restless pecker… Strict that I am, I still find myself reluctant to describe the consequences of such deeds to you. I wouldn’t want you all to soil your pants on your very first day here, there’s enough stench around the place as it is. Just remember one thing: no matter where you stick those nasty things of yours, there’s going to be hell to pay like you don’t want to know! You,” the finger pointed at Tsass. “I hear you’re the smartest bulb in this pigsty. Is that so?” 
 
    “Me?!” Tsass looked baffled. “Well… I don’t know. I don’t think so. Probably not.” 
 
    “Oh, so you admit to being an idiot? Is that what you’re trying to tell me? All right, I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you for telling me about your handicap. And since you’re so candid with me, I won’t even remind you that you have to address me as Master Hogg. There’s no point. An idiot wouldn’t remember. Oh, so you’re grinning now, aren’t you?” He was talking to Akhshot again. “Did I say something funny, or do you really like me so much you swoon at the sweet sound of my voice? I’ve got to tell you one thing. I’ve seen my share of morons, but you appear to be vying for the top spot. I don’t know what those ears on your head are for, but I’ll wager a guess that all their uselessness notwithstanding, they’re still capable of registering sounds. You also have eyes, which implies the ability to see. Thus, you may have heard some good advice on your way here, or seen signs next to your personal board with certain things written on them. Rings a bell?” 
 
    “Uh… I mean, yeah, I remember something of that sort, Master Hogg.” 
 
    “Oh, so you have memory too? In that case, you have to be blind as well as deaf not to get our most basic rule: absolutely every student takes care of himself on his own. All we do is provide food and a laundry service, and make sure these pigsties of yours are kept clean. Oh, and we try to teach you something too. What we don’t do is mend your socks or wipe your butts. So are you blind and deaf, or were you aware of it?” 
 
    “Master Hogg, I knew everything, but…” 
 
    “Shut up! Tell me something else: why did you bother this esteemed associate of ours with your asinine problems?” Hogg pointed at the servant, who was just standing there, his face blank. 
 
      
 
    Akhshot gave the servant an ugly look. 
 
      
 
    “Well, he’s just a servant, right? And servants are supposed to work. What else would you need them for?” 
 
      
 
    Hogg nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I was right. You are severely impaired in the brain department, so you don’t realize just how deep in it you are. Never mind, I’ll explain it to you in no uncertain terms. I’ve seen some real blockheads in my life, and they all learned to understand the basics eventually. Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    The master turned towards the door but then stopped for a moment and spoke again, this time to the rest of us. 
 
      
 
    “Akhshot will get much-needed special treatment, and each of you lot loses a point because you didn’t bother to explain the elementary rules of behavior to your roommate. You don’t just share a room. Ponder that. And don’t think it’s over. This is no place to relax. You’ll receive some unforgettable experience before too long.” 
 
    “M… Master Hogg… May I change first… and then…” 
 
    “There’ll be no ‘and then,’ Akhshot. Follow me and make sure you keep up.” 
 
      
 
    Hogg exited, followed by the big guy, ambling along like a maimed crab, the servant—who turned out to be something other than your average servant—bringing up the rear. 
 
    Once the procession departed, Paxus grinned, ear to ear. 
 
      
 
    “Akhshot’s not just up Poop Creek without a paddle. He hasn’t got a boat, either.” 
 
    “Yeah, how about us losing a point each because of his screw-up?” said the disconsolate Tsass.  
 
    “Oh, come on, that’s nothing. We got in, that’s what matters. Even if I get kicked out for not trying hard enough, it will still give my parents something to brag about until the end of their lives.” 
 
    “Not the case with mine,” Tsass said, sighing once again. 
 
      
 
    I obviously had nothing to say about my parents, but losing points was the last thing I needed. Although not yet aware of all the nuances of the local training system, I knew that finding myself at the bottom of the list was something I wanted to avoid at all costs. 
 
      
 
    There was a steep mountain in front of me that I needed to climb, so I might as well boost myself as far up that slope as I could from the get go. It would be but the first of the summits that my grand plan involved. 
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 5 
 
    Trouble at Midnight 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Akhshot came back in a couple of hours. The big guy looked a lot more worked up than before, and he didn’t keep the reason for his anger secret. In fact, he was boiling mad as he told us he had spent all that time cleaning an enormous black pot. It was a humiliating task not only for a nobleman, but for any more or less well-heeled commoner too. However, trying to convey as much to Hogg proved to be pointless. The stern master quickly showed the student his proper place and also took two points off of him for talking back. Next time you are disciplined, the man told Akhshot, take the bitter medicine quietly.  
 
      
 
    “Making nobles scrub pots is inconceivable!” Akhshot raged. “And he made me walk all across the school in my… well, condition. And I could barely move my feet in those tight pants. A lot of people saw what was happening! It’s a disgrace to be seen like that! Master seems to want to make an enemy of my entire family!” 
 
    “Sure, why don’t you complain about it to your daddy?” Ogron grunted, still polishing his already-shiny sword. 
 
    “Complaining isn’t very noble…” Akhshot said, a tinge of doubt in his voice. 
 
    “It’s also pointless since no one’s going to take Master Hogg to task about it,” Tsass added. 
 
    “What do you mean, pipsqueak?!” The fat guy barked. “Mind what you’re saying! We’re nobility! We cannot be treated this way!” 
 
    “But this place is an exception,” Ogron joined the conversation again. “This is now how things are here, and they explain it to everyone at the very beginning. Let me give you a reminder, in case you’ve missed it: all students treat each other as equals and address their masters by their proper honorifics. And no one has any privilege at all. We must even express ourselves in the same no-nonsense way, using military language. It doesn’t matter who we were outside the gates. We’re all equal here. We don’t even have our old names anymore. The past is beyond our reach for a whole year. I don’t know about you guys, but I’ve heard that even the heirs of the noblest families have no privilege here. Or almost no privilege. And these rules must be good since they remained unchanged for centuries. Listen to us talk. We sound like commoners here, and none of us seems to mind. Haven’t you noticed? And it is all happening of its own accord. No one’s made us talk like that. They just told us there was no point in being verbose, and here we are. This means their system is tried and true, and it works. So if you’re fond of scrubbing pots, Akhshot, I’m not so fond of losing points. Do you see what I’m getting at?” 
 
    “You have a problem?” The fat guy grinned nastily. 
 
    “I have a problem with having lost a point because of you. Maybe you have no use for them. I do. And if I have a problem with something, consider this: you stand me up today, and I won’t cover your back tomorrow. We’ll have to bear with each other for a long time, and if one of us makes a mistake, it will affect the rest. And this wasn’t even a mistake since you were asking for it. Don’t do stuff like that anymore, Akhshot.” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, it looked like the chubby guy wanted to say something—something nasty, no doubt—but then Paxus appeared at the door. Our roommate’s face was radiant, and his voice outright jubilant. 
 
      
 
    “I was hanging out by the gate, and I’ve seen something.” 
 
    “I hope it was Hogg or another strict master who used the occasion to take points off of you,” Akhshot grunted, still angry at Paxus’s practical joke.  
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” the funny guy grinned even wider. “I’ve taken a look at some of our girls.” 
 
    “What girls?” Tsass asked absent-mindedly, still completely riveted by his book about the great hero’s adventures. 
 
    “What do you mean, what girls? Haven’t you heard what we’ve been talking about? Are you even aware the school isn’t for boys only?!” 
 
    “Oh, you mean that… I just didn’t think about it.” 
 
    “Didn’t think about it? Didn’t think about girls?! How is that even possible?! I don’t ever think about anything but them. Oh well, I understand,” Paxus winked and sighed with affected pity. “You haven’t ever had sex. So that’s why you’re not thinking of them yet. And I’ve had a lot, so I can’t get them out of my mind.” 
 
    “Sex implies interacting with other people. So you haven’t had any, either,” Ogron said. 
 
    “And I see you’ve loved your sword to a bright sheen,” Paxus countered. “Sure, why would such a self-sufficient guy need girls? Anyway, you’ve just accused me of lying, haven’t you? Is that how it is?” 
 
    “How about we avoid fighting,” I intervened. “Ogron has a point there. We do indeed depend on one another. We’ve all lost points because of Akhshot’s actions. If we resort to shouting and squabbling, we’ll all find ourselves in hot water again. So let’s avoid conflict unless we want to be booted from the school.” 
 
    “I don’t care that much about my points,” Paxus said, but in a different tone this time. 
 
    “If they kick you out of school too fast, your parents might find it difficult to boast about that,” I said. “And at this rate, you can get the boot real quick. So let me reiterate: it will benefit us all to coexist peacefully.” 
 
    “Chuck’s right,” Ogron nodded. “Sorry, Paxus. I didn’t intend to be mean to you.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t feel hurt,” the funny guy waved us all off. “And I agree with you, Chuck. But you’re boring. It’s clearly visible, and I read people well. And you’re not interested in girls, either.” 
 
    “You’re right there,” I nodded. “I’ve had too much of a good thing, I am afraid. I mean, a whale of a time between the sheets with about a dozen exquisite females. And it all took place in a silk tent and not some moldy old brothel where the linens alone can make the girl pregnant and the air can give you the clap.” 
 
      
 
    Paxus made a puzzled grimace. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve said it as if you really meant it. I almost believed you.” 
 
    “I did mean it, and it’s true,” I said. “And now that we’ve decided to stay on good terms, does anyone happen to know what we should expect in the meantime?” 
 
    “I didn’t decide anything like that,” Akhshot grunted. “And why are you asking about it anyway? Didn’t you get things explained to you at home?” 
 
    “That’s a reasonable question,” I nodded. “But let’s get something clear: what we heard at home is old news. Things may have changed at school since the time our relatives studied here. If anyone can add any detail to that, we’ll all get a chance to avoid new penalties.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Ogron nodded. “As far as I know, the first day is when they welcome the candidates. It continues until midnight, which is when they start running us through the gauntlet.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was told something similar,” Akhshot confirmed. 
 
    “What does ‘running us through the gauntlet’ mean exactly?” Tsass looked concerned. 
 
    “It sure doesn’t mean anything pleasant,” Paxus drawled. 
 
    “As far as I know, they think of something new every time,” Ogron spoke again. “I’ve no idea what they came up with this time, but basically, it’s always the same. We’ll be tested so that they could size us up. This is likely to take a few days. Some tests are voluntary, and others are mandatory for everyone. But it’ll be tough for everyone. This won’t be an easy ride.” 
 
    “Do they take off points if you fail tests?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, what do you think?” Ogron chuckled. 
 
    “You’re right. A silly question,” I agreed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We kept talking like that until the evening. Akhshot, who was always displeased with something, kept silent most of the time, and Paxus would keep disappearing to slip away towards the gate where he’d be on the lookout for new female students, losing two more points as a result. My prediction about the likelihood of him getting kicked out seemed to be coming true. He surely got around. 
 
      
 
    In the meanwhile, I had to make a conscientious effort to hide my ignorance. Unfortunately, no books I read offered precise and comprehensive information about the school’s rules. I doubted that any such literature existed at all. Noble and otherwise important families passed such knowledge on orally, from one generation to another, and potential candidates learned about what to expect within the walls of this most distinguished training facility on Rock over the course of their upbringing from the early age. 
 
      
 
    My mother was the last of the Crows to have spent an entire year here, and it was a spectacular accomplishment, considering that virtually nothing had been left of the clan or its wealth by that point. She may have invested her very last funds in her education. However, notwithstanding her wish to raise me as a true aristocrat, she stayed a realist who could clearly assess all the options available, and she was therefore certain that her son would never have a chance to study here. 
 
      
 
    Indeed, even if she had somehow managed to cure me by some miracle, where would she have found the money? The Crow clan was worse than impoverished in my time—it was plain out destitute. Expecting a quick reversal of the clan’s fortunes in a situation like that would have been completely unrealistic.  
 
      
 
    At any rate, Treya would in fact sometimes tell me about the school, but in a haphazard manner and never in any great detail. Therefore, although I did manage to pick a few things up, I certainly was nowhere near as well-informed as my roommates. I didn’t learn much from them either, but even a few bits and pieces I gleaned were valuable. 
 
      
 
    I needed points, and one didn’t just get them for nothing here. Strict adherence to school rules would yield me nothing but stagnation. Progress required action. 
 
      
 
    What kind of action would that be exactly? Why, doing well in training, of course, as well as numerous achievements one made when passing tests successfully. There was a great variety of those, and the masters kept inventing new ones. Therefore, no one could really tell what we were to expect in the nearest future. 
 
      
 
    I’d have to wait, observe, and stay alert. And if I came across a challenge I could handle, I would jump at it right there and then. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    There turned out to be a lot more people at dinner. The students didn’t all eat at the same time; some came before us, and others would later, so it was impossible to say just how many teenagers there were in that year’s class. I counted a little over a hundred, and there were just about as many girls as boys, if not more, much to Paxus’s delight. 
 
      
 
    I wondered whether there were indeed more girls than boys in school overall. The Middle Ages here weren’t quite like back on Earth, but the propensity to lock women up in the Kinder, Küche, Kirche routine was very much there. Aristocrats were less affected by it, but still by no means exempt, so the breakdown I was seeing might have well been purely accidental. As far as I knew, only the wealthiest families could afford to send their daughters here. It was simply too expensive, and they were supposed to prioritize their male heirs, both in terms of their development and their authority. 
 
      
 
    Both could be found in abundance in school. This didn’t extend to everyone, of course, but the place was still unparalleled in terms of the opportunities it offered. You could really shine here, as well as forge vital alliances and gain access to resources that were scarce or altogether nonexistent elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    Despite the demerits, I was pleased with today’s results. My plan had passed a crucial and complex milestone. I managed to get inside. The rest depended on nothing but my personal qualities. I had faith in those, and the chances that my plan would keep on working were reasonably high. 
 
    I could barely stop myself from grinning as I looked at the other students. I was real lucky to have made it in this very year. I was neither a complete greenhorn like Tsass, nor an overgrown oaf like Akhshot. I was as average as I could be. Just the thing I needed to avoid attracting unnecessary attention. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Even though I did not exert myself physically and had the Hero of the Night bonus that helped me stay awake, that night, I dozed off almost immediately. It was the cumulative effect of the stress I’d been under—not just in the last days or weeks, but for months. I was in a constant hurry all the time. There was always too much on my plate, and I had to give it my all. 
 
      
 
    The very notion of a proper rest seemed strange, but right now I really wasn’t in any hurry. I had already reached my destination, and there was no point in racing towards my next objective at breakneck speed. Besides, I only had a very vague idea about how and where to race. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    But getting a good night’s sleep proved to be as elusive as ever. We simply weren’t allowed any such luxury. It felt like my head had just touched the tough, flat pillow when I got jerked out of my slumber by a loud cry. 
 
      
 
    “Everybody up!” 
 
      
 
    The voice was coming from the corridor, and it was familiar. Master Hogg had arrived. 
 
    My very limited contact with this stern and unfriendly character told me that his orders were to be obeyed without any delay. Everybody else realized as much, so they got up without asking any confused questions, dressed hastily, and stood to attention next to their bunks. 
 
      
 
    “Get out and get in formation in the hall!” 
 
      
 
    That was harder since we didn’t have any drill training, but we still managed somehow. 
 
      
 
    The master, passing unhurriedly between the lines of sleepy students, followed by a few servants, began explaining the reason why we had been roused at night. His every word was terse and clearly audible. 
 
      
 
    “This year’s admissions are over. Congratulations. I have to point out that some of you have already gotten several demerits before your training even began, which doesn’t please me one bit. This is unacceptable. Being sloppy like that will get you kicked out of school before you even realize where you are. And we don’t know you yet. Sure, it’s school policy that all of you are equal and all of you must hide your real names. No one brags about their pedigree here. However, we still need to have some system in place to rank you according to your qualities. Therefore, you will start by taking a series of tests as your first step. There are twelve of them altogether: six for strength, and six for intelligence. Two of each are mandatory. The rest are voluntary and depend on your ability. However, you’ll have to participate in seven out of twelve at least. If someone skips the first five, they’ll have to take the rest of them whether they want it or not. Whoever fails to take the seven mandatory tests will be fined seventy-five points. If any of you have problems counting, that’s three quarters of a hundred. If you fall that far, crawling out of such a pit won’t be easy. So. I woke you up to tell you about the first test, which begins in an hour. It’s a strength test, and it’s voluntary. Those who wish to participate are to come with me. Leave all your weapons behind. Wearing armor is also forbidden. The rest of you can go back to your rooms and sleep until dawn. That is all. Think and make your decision.” 
 
    “I’ll pass,” Paxus yawned. “I dreamt of such amazing girls before they woke us up there’s no way I wouldn’t at least try to catch the rest of that dream.” 
 
    “I’ll go back to sleep too,” Tsass said and turned back. 
 
    “I’ll go,” Akhshot grinned. “Strength is good. I have plenty.” 
 
      
 
    I exchanged glances with Ogron, and the two of us followed the fat guy simultaneously, without saying a word. 
 
      
 
    Considering what I had been given by ORDER, I had at least as much strength as the next guy, and I could always do with some points. Besides, Master Hogg didn’t mention any demerits for those who’d fail the test. It would be a shame to waste an opportunity to get a few extra points. However, wasn’t I letting my imagination run too wild? He didn’t mention any bonuses, after all. Was it that he had forgotten, or that we weren’t supposed to be getting any? 
 
    That remained to be seen. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 6 
 
    A Piece of Cake? 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The master took us into a completely ordinary-looking building with a stairwell leading deep into an enormous underground facility—levels upon levels of tunnels and halls of different sizes. This was no secret; I read about them in books, and my mother mentioned them often too.  
 
      
 
    However, the fact that you could roam underground for almost an hour, going ever deeper, struck me as something new. I never expected anything on such a grand scale. And the tunnels turned out to be so spacious that two heavy carts could pass each other by easily, going in different directions. The top levels had wooden walls and masonry, but as we got deeper, all of that gave way to smooth walls of the hardest magma. I wasn’t an experienced miner, but I had seen similar things before. Few tools would be able to make a dent in such rock, and it presented enormous problems even for the most experienced miners. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, I had a very good idea of what kind of effort it must have taken to build such a huge underground facility in these geological conditions. In fact, I had almost no doubts that most of it had been constructed by the great old inhabitants of Artha. Ancient technology allowed for the construction of virtually anything. The titans of the past left a large number of outstanding structures as a result—from the most basic of megalithic behemoths to sprawling complexes that baffled one by their sheer size and intricate design. Compared to them, the Great Pyramid of Giza was a hovel beside the Taj Mahal. Although I heard of this world’s best-known “wonders,” all I had seen so far was numerous ruins in the North. Regardless, there were certainly plenty of familiar elements here. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t end at horizontal tunnels as we kept descending ever further. The levels were connected by elaborate staircases cut in the rock with the utmost precision. My eyes were sharp enough to see the characteristic “patina” on the surface of the stone which spoke of its great age. The rock was polished hundreds, if not thousands of years before, and the people who were here today didn’t lift a finger to do any maintenance on it. 
 
      
 
    Or perhaps I was being unfair. There was a great deal of work invested in the top levels of the structure where the rock was softer, and the tunnels were rebuilt or even carved anew. But that was just the top levels. Down below, they only swept away the rubbish and wiped the dust, and only very occasionally, by the looks of it. 
 
      
 
    One of the completely unremarkable tunnels eventually brought us to a very unusual place. That was the first time we came across something like that on our way down. As it happened, there was a huge hall deep underneath the school’s facilities. Its construction, its oval shape, and an elongated arena in the middle made it look like an underground amphitheater. There were even seats for the audience—something like a two-story balcony right underneath the roof. It was half again as big as the famous Roman Colosseum, if not bigger. My eyes could have played a trick on me, making me prone to exaggeration, but the only thing I could say for sure was that the crowd of two hundred students and ten masters was dwarfed completely by the place’s sheer enormity. We may as well have all been ants. 
 
      
 
    The only thing off was the lighting, which was limited to a bunch of humdrum torches fixed up on the balconies or simply stuck into the sand of the arena. They burned brighter than torches normally did but still looked archaic and wrong for the place. The whole setup, it seemed, called for some expensive magic lanterns. 
 
      
 
    However, this little snafu failed to spoil the total effect much. The scale of the underground arena impressed even me, although I had never been particularly interested in architecture, and some of the simpler-minded teenagers who had never seen anything remotely similar just stood gaping silently, having completely forgotten about the nobility’s code of behavior. 
 
      
 
    An unfamiliar master with a clean-shaven shiny head and eyes that looked like machine gun muzzles stood a little to the side, by the edge of the arena, and away from everybody else, his hands folded behind his back. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Master Byogg, and I’m responsible for your battle training. Apart from your pedigree and personal qualities, every student is expected to be a good warrior first and foremost. This test will only be the first in a long series as we try to find out what you’re capable of. Some of you—indeed, perhaps all of you—might find it too hard, but you have to bear in mind that it isn’t going to get any easier further on. As you must have guessed by now, the place we’re at has been built by the ancients. It is one of the prizes captured by the Imperial Family. Unlike its previous owners, they have managed to find a use for it. Mighty warriors fighting the forces of Chaos have once trained or been put through similar tests here. Now it is your turn. The challenge is simple. Do you see these walls? Once the test begins, hidden passages will begin to open inside, and attacking warrior automatons will appear. Some of you may have run into their likes when you received your Keys of Power. There are Primordial Temples where you encounter such beings. They are usually called fighting dummies, but there are other terms as well. I believe you all understand what I’m talking about. ORDER does not reward anyone for defeating dummies. They are your enemy, and they will attack you. They have no stabbing or cutting weapons, and they have been instructed not to strike at the head or the neck. Everything else is allowed. What you need to do is hold on for as long as you can. Everything that doesn’t go against the code of honor is allowed. A student who falls onto the sand and doesn’t rise in twelve heartbeats is out. Each of you will receive an amulet that will start vibrating loudly once that happens; you won’t miss it, I promise. If it vibrates, you are not allowed to get back up and go into battle again; you’ll be punished most severely if you do. However, you’re allowed to crawl to the exit so as not to get in other fighters’ way. You can fight when you’re down too, but bear in mind that you have to be up again before twelve heartbeats elapse, and that if you fight, you’ll be fought against. The dummies don’t bother the fallen, but only if they stay put. So you can lie down for as long as you want among them, either conscious or not, but if you give a dummy so much as a slap, they’ll start attacking you even when you’re down. Any questions?” 
 
      
 
    “Master Byogg! Is it possible to get killed by these dummies?”  
 
      
 
    The boy that asked the question tried to sound confident but you could tell his heart wasn’t in it. He looked about two years shy of fourteen. 
 
      
 
    “Who asked the question?” the master inquired. 
 
    “Shawn of House Omyr,” the student introduced himself. 
 
    “As I have already told you, the warrior dummies have been set up in such a way as to avoid hitting you in the head or the neck. However, one cannot account for every single eventuality. Students do get killed sometimes, and they often get serious injuries. Your families are aware that some of you may not live through the year, and they deemed the risk to be acceptable. However, we aren’t interested in losing any lives. After all, you’re Artha’s elite in training, and each of you is precious to the Empire as such. So try not to get yourselves killed, and the school’s healers will take care of the rest. Oh, and Shawn, you lose a point for asking a boring question. Don’t forget to mark it on your personal board as soon as the test is over.” 
 
      
 
    I had a dozen questions in my head, but the master’s most recent words put paid to such thoughts at once. I couldn’t afford to lose any points. 
 
      
 
    However, someone decided to take that risk. It was a girl. 
 
      
 
    “Master Byogg, I’m Guerra of House Graen. Could you tell us something about the dummies’ weapons? You mentioned edged and bladed arms, but could you give us some more details?” A tall brunette with a stern face of a fierce amazon and the build of a professional athlete asked her question in a brusque and businesslike manner. 
 
    “You’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
      
 
    Not much of an answer, but no point loss mentioned, either. The brunette got off scot-free. 
 
    The next two students lost a point each—predictably enough, since their questions were outright stupid. 
 
      
 
    However, the demerits didn’t quash everybody’s curiosity. 
 
      
 
    “Master Byogg, I’m Dibby from the family of Tikki. May I inquire about what will happen if I break one of the warrior automatons? Will I get fined?” 
 
      
 
    It was another girl, and a complete opposite of the dark-haired amazon: a miniature blonde with locks of gold, a slender figure, and a kind and pretty face. She looked stunning and out of place on the arena. However, her seemingly harmless appearance made me tense. The question was too specific, and something was telling me that she wasn’t as gentle as her looks suggested. Being paranoid, I instantly suspected it to be a façade behind which one could find anything—a pillbox bristling with machine guns, for example. 
 
      
 
    The master nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent question, Dibby. Add yourself a point. You can do anything you like with the warrior dummies. They are part of this place and cannot be used beyond it. Their behavior may be modified, but only within a limited set of parameters. We have a very vague idea of how they work and how their numbers are maintained. They are based on runic technologies, and no one understands anything about those in our day and age. What it amounts to, though, is that this place creates and restores warriors over set periods of time automatically. It’s much like what happens inside some Primordial Temples, as I mentioned earlier. Therefore, we consider them expendable, and you can earn points for defeating them. Other masters and I will observe you from above and register victories we’ll deem noteworthy. Those of you who exhibit notable prowess might be able to improve your ratings. The same goes for those who manage to hold out longer than the rest. Of course, this doesn’t include those who try to evade battle. Only diligent and brave fighters are valued here. Any further questions?” 
 
      
 
    A youth who was really more of a young man took a step forward. He had a bodybuilder’s physique and rough-chiseled features with a scornful grimace that seemed carved into his face—a male version of Guerra. They even spoke similarly—in chopped phrases, as if giving a report or an order. 
 
      
 
    “Master Byogg, I’m Dors of House Agrack. If I tear a warrior dummy apart, will I be able to use its parts as weapons?” 
 
    “A commendable desire, Dors,” the master nodded. “But you seem to have missed what I said about there being no restrictions. Anything I haven’t expressly forbidden is allowed. So you lose a point for asking a pointless question. Does anybody else have any questions left?” 
 
      
 
    A couple of students exchanged glances, but not one of them dared to speak. The example of those who got demerits dampened the overall curiosity, and Dibby’s reward didn’t do much to rectify it.  
 
      
 
     “So, no questions, then?” the master asked. “Fine. The Will Test begins now.” 
 
      
 
    Will? What did will have to do with it? I didn’t remember such an ORDER parameter. 
 
    It was an interesting question, but I decided against asking. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The passage that we used to get to the arena closed slowly. The walls just came together, and you couldn’t push a needle through the gap remaining. There wasn’t really one. And we were talking hundreds, if not thousands of tons of monolithic rock. The place sure was impressive. 
 
      
 
    We somehow stuck together, my roommates and me. We had gone through the tunnels side by side and were still that way here. This was not particularly surprising since we didn’t have any other acquaintances among the students, after all, so we tried to find a modicum of comfort in each other’s already familiar faces. 
 
      
 
    As Akhshot watched the passage walls close, he clasped his huge fists together, stretched out, with some of his joints popping, and proclaimed in an incredibly self-assured and resonant voice, 
 
    “I’ll earn lots of points today.” 
 
    “Well, if the dick guy earns lots of points, there’ll be plenty left for us too,” Guerra, who was standing nearby, sneered. Many of the students laughed at this, even though the general atmosphere was rather tense. The fat guy’s humiliation was the main item on the list of the day’s entertainment. Akhshot himself didn’t find any of it funny and opened his mouth for what would probably have been a vitriolic reply, but at that moment the walls surrounding the arena began shaking, and barely noticeable gaps between the enormous blocks grew wider, revealing the hidden passages we had been told about. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, I was hastily pondering what Master Byogg had said, throwing sideway glances at those among the students who seemed to act with more confidence than others, clearly being privy to something the rest of us were not. 
 
      
 
    The school’s resources weren’t infinite, and you didn’t just find heaps of fighting dummies piled up anywhere. Therefore, this wasn’t the first time a challenge of this sort was taking place; it must have been held time and again in one form or another. The students whose relatives studied here earlier may have had important knowledge imparted to them. I noticed some of them flex their fingers, but that didn’t tell me much. Anyone would do that before a fight. But the fact that some of them started wrapping belts, kerchiefs, and even the Southerners’ traditional banded headwear around their knuckles, was much more interesting. 
 
      
 
    I remembered street urchins doing the same before a fight: anything you tied around your knuckles lowered your chances of damaging them. But this wasn’t the Earth, after all, and being well-endowed by ORDER offered many bonuses. For example, there was a wide variety of incredibly useful passive talents that weren’t hard to come by. Some of them were considered mandatory for anyone who had to fight often, and Iron Skin was one of those. My mother had desperately hoped that her son would eventually become an able-bodied human being and be able to unlock the necessary skills, and so she had about a dozen marks stashed away until the end, never selling them despite the family’s dire circumstances. 
 
      
 
    Iron Skin was a common enough talent even among commoners. Of course, in their case it was never developed well, similarly to other talents that weren’t vital for their day to day subsistence. The name itself implied that the talent made one’s skin harder. It didn’t become any harder to the touch; you’d never be able to tell someone who had that talent from someone who didn’t by mere palpation. However, you could feel it perfectly well during a strike. If the talent was developed well enough, one’s skin instantly hardened in the areas exposed to a harmful impact, softening immediately once the danger passed. A talent like that made it really difficult to hurt one’s knuckles. Besides, if you weren’t a poor commoner, but rather the eldest child in a family whose wealth allowed it to send its scions to study at the Imperial school, your knuckles would be hard as a rock. 
 
      
 
    So what was the logical conclusion to make observing such scions wrap them up with such haste? Just one: you would be expected to hit hard. So hard that the talent might fail to protect you sufficiently. Therefore, I couldn’t afford to be complacent and had to take precautions. I was experienced enough to rely on other things but knuckles, but southerners were really keen fist-fighters, and I didn’t want to look out of place among them. 
 
      
 
    The stone blocks froze in place. The passages yawned with sepulchral darkness, and no motion could be seen inside. However, we all formed a ring at the center, instinctively staying by each other’s side and watching the walls intently without talking. 
 
      
 
    Something stirred in the darkness. A moment later, the warrior dolls stepped out.  
 
      
 
    Their appearance made me tense. I instantly remembered a certain recent experience that was still fresh in my mind. Master Byogg was right: I encountered many such creatures at the Primordial Temple that lay at the bottom of the Black Well. The figures that came out of the passages resembled temple warriors like twin brothers: not exact copies—there were enough differences in their appearance—but fundamentally the same. Walking suits of armor with closed helmets, that’s what they were. The ones I had fought before had fine black dust inside, and I wouldn’t be surprised if these here did too. 
 
      
 
    The key difference was that these dummies were unarmed. Their hands were just as empty as ours—but not quite. Bare knuckles weren’t the same as a heavy gauntleted fist, especially to someone on the receiving end. Back at the Primordial Temple, my opponents mostly attacked me with weapons, but on one occasion I got such a hard elbow jab that I could barely get my breath back afterwards. And I had been protected by a special chain mail then. If these walking suits of armor were just as tough, this wouldn’t be a fair fight. Teenage aristocrats weren’t like regular youths, but they were still not strong enough to dispatch moving metal figures with their bare hands, either. 
 
      
 
    I kept looking around me as I wrapped up my knuckles. Even a nail or a rock would be better than nothing. But the only thing in the arena was sand and the torches stuck into it. They were as long as I was tall, but not thick enough to serve as a club. Trying to sharpen one quickly would be pointless since a spear so primitive would not get through the metal plate. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand… 
 
      
 
    I took a good look at our opponents, which stood still for the time being, and focused my attention on their helmets. After a while, I resolutely headed towards the nearest torch. I pulled it out of the sand and tossed the brightly burning ball of fabric out of the narrow basket-like wire contraption at the top. I frowned: the poles were flimsier still than I expected. Not that I had that much hope they’d allow students easy access to such obvious weapons, but it was still a disappointment. 
 
      
 
    With a sharp crack, I stepped on the basket part of the torch, breaking it clean off, and touched the edge of the split part. Thin and apparently brittle, it was still angular and sharp enough. It would have to be it: one had to make do with what was available. 
 
      
 
    The blond giant Dors, who was watching my efforts closely, chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “You can use that as a toothpick. That’s the only thing it’s good for.” 
 
    “Yeah. Fists are the ultimate weapon,” Akhshot concurred. 
 
      
 
    Speak of treacherous roommates. 
 
      
 
    “How about we bet I drop one of those buggers with this toothpick?” I asked. “It’s a bit boring to just stand around, waiting for them to make the first move. We might as well have some fun while we’re at it.” 
 
    “What would you wager?” Guerra seemed interested.  
 
    “Whoever loses becomes the winner’s wingman for the night. As in following their orders during the test.” 
 
    “If you drop a dummy with this stick, I will sure be listening to what you have to say, bet or no bet,” Ogron said calmly. 
 
      
 
    That was more like it. Unlike Akhshot, this guy was a roommate I could trust. 
 
      
 
    “You’re on,” I nodded and took off. 
 
      
 
    It took awkward commoners at least a dozen paces to speed up. True aristocrats reached decent running speeds almost immediately. Most still couldn’t get to their top velocities in a split second, but still, not even the best sprinters on Earth could dream about such acceleration. 
 
      
 
    It took me just a few feet to become a virtual cannonball. Were I a regular person, crashing into a wall in that manner would cause multiple fractures. However, I was nothing like a regular person, and why would I want to crash into a wall anyway? 
 
      
 
    Judging by my experience with temple warriors, it would be incredibly easy to dupe them with even the simplest tricks. I had no idea about how those things functioned, but they did have the intellect of a dummy. When I was fighting through the twelfth and last room, I managed to hold my own against the crowd for quite a while, surviving primarily by making unexpected moves that my rather dim opponents didn’t always anticipate. I didn’t know what kind of reflexes or smarts this new cohort had. But I would find out. 
 
      
 
    The bronze warrior I targeted reacted predictably enough. I didn’t know how advanced their intellect was, or whether the algorithm that made them move could be called an intellect in the first place, but they behaved just like the Primordial Temple’s dummies. The one I chose interpreted my maneuver as an attempt to use my entire body weight and the momentum it gathered for knocking it off its feet. The sheet metal figure did not try to evade. That much was predictable too. A carelessly clenched fist came up to meet me. Dummies didn’t have to worry about their knuckles, so they could hit any way they liked. They didn’t need any special technique. Even if I just crashed into the dummy’s arm, I’d get a serious injury. 
 
      
 
    However, I didn’t plan on getting injured. 
 
      
 
    I feinted left, then right, and then jumped. I thrust a knee forward and moved it to one side, blocking the metal arm and pushing it aside, and then drove the snapped-off torch into the slot in the visor. Unlike most helmets that had a bunch of small holes in the faceplate, this one had a long horizontal slot. It would have been too narrow for the torch, but the thin edge of it worked perfectly. 
 
      
 
    To be honest, I didn’t expect to defeat the dummy so easily. I remembered just how resilient they were from my experience with the temple warriors. Only a serious head injury could take them out at once, and nothing of the sort was to happen as per my calculations. It would be good if the wooden pole got into my opponent’s head—whatever was inside of it—some two or three inches deep. My makeshift weapon would get stuck in the slot then, and I doubted I’d be able to pull it back out. That was fine, I’d just keep fighting with my bare hands and make the enemy bleed—or, rather, vent dust—and finish what I started. 
 
      
 
    But it seemed luck was on my side that time. Instead of getting stuck, the wooden stick sharpened itself, shaving off the excess width along the way and penetrating deeper into the helmet— by about a palm and a half—before it broke off with a loud crack. As I kept going forward, I managed to elbow the helmet sideways, using my other arm to slow down the momentum of my body, sliding across the wall and pushing against it to change direction. All of which took less than two seconds. About a year earlier, it would have taken me three times as long, and a year before that, I wouldn’t have even dreamed of doing anything of the sort. I had indeed come a long way. 
 
      
 
    However, I only expected my move to be the initial salvo. Temple warriors ignored their wounds. They would become less agile as they took damage, but they didn’t seem to feel any pain and persevered to the end. This one here would be totally capable of giving me a back jab in the kidneys, given the opportunity, except I never gave it any. Having pushed off the wall without injuring myself, I turned around quickly and dodged, setting myself up for the next round. Keeping track of the opponent from the corner of my eye, I dashed back towards the rest of the students to avoid any payback—and then relaxed and held my horses. 
 
      
 
    The enemy was virtually done for. The suit of armor made loud noises as it fell apart at the seams, its entire sections getting eaten by corrosion right before my eyes, with weightless black dust coming out of every gap.  
 
      
 
    The picture was familiar. This one was done for. I didn’t know how these metal dummies were made, but their heads were delicate, similarly to their human counterparts, and didn’t react well to rough treatment. 
 
      
 
    The warrior dummy was still coming apart, scattering bits and pieces with a loud clangor, when I suddenly noticed Akhshot fly by me, with the kind of agility I would never have expected from someone of his bulk. Shrugging off a punch from a bronze fist, he slammed into the next dummy with his entire body. The collision was hard, and both of them toppled, entangled. The big guy grabbed his armored opponent by the neck and strained, jerking a few times and ignoring the metal-clad elbows pummeling him. Putting his all into the chokehold, he also roared with frustration and excitement. 
 
      
 
    Black dust poured out, and the metal figure began falling apart. 
 
      
 
    “This one’s mine! Mine! I get a point!” Akhshot cried hoarsely. 
 
    “They’re not attacking! They’re just standing there!” one of the students interjected, sounding surprised. 
 
      
 
    Most of the students just watched the enemy ranks intently, trying to verify whether or not it was true, and the suits of armor were indeed standing still. However, the quickest on the uptake and the most reckless among us ran forward, approaching the nearest enemies. 
 
      
 
    A foe that stood still was not all that dangerous. Under such a scenario, the small metal army wouldn’t stand a chance against the children of distinguished parents, even if those only had their bare hands to rely on. Besides, the metal itself was of dubious quality. Those dummies were unlike their Primordial Temple counterparts, so whenever one got damaged, it crumbled into a pile of debris. 
 
      
 
    I could be slow at times, but I tried to think on my feet when there was a prospect of personal gain. My exorbitant Measure of Order was perfectly useless here, so I had to hurry. Turning away from Akhshot I dashed to the right. There was another warrior dummy there, and no one seemed to be claiming it yet. But I had my doubts about applying the big guy’s tactics even though, I figured, I would have enough strength to break off the helmet too. My physique may have looked inferior to my roommate’s, but looks were deceiving, and my attribute embodiments were up there, in the clouds. One would compensate for the other, without a doubt. However, none of my glorious parameters would save me from bruises and other injuries, and what I wanted was not just to win, but to do it with sufficient flair and without any damage myself. 
 
      
 
    I was really grateful to Great Master Tao for what he had taught me. I still had a long way to go in terms of reacting to quick changes in the flows of chi swiftly and decisively, but some of my actions were already becoming almost automatic. The dummy’s fist came up to meet me, but a simple block deflected it, throwing it off course. But I made sure that the enemy would not evade my own fist. Clenched in just the right way, it not only went home, but also landed in between the volatile flows of the universal energy, making some of them part gently, letting my blow reach deep into a gap in the structures that held up the very world of Rock and every form of matter it consisted of. 
 
      
 
    My knuckles and my shoulder shook with a momentary wave of tension, the destructive force dissipating across my body harmlessly, at the cost of a small amount of my Shadow Chi. Master Tao would be able to go further here and actually absorb the recoil, compensating for any drain from the reservoir, but I was nowhere near that level of mastery yet. The Great Master could fell the hardest trees in his wasteland with such blows. I couldn’t; his parameters were a far cry from mine, but I could still do a few things. 
 
      
 
    The dummy warrior lurched. Its helmet clanged as it swung backwards, and the flimsy neck joints parted, instantly driven inwards by my other fist. That blow was a little more awkward, especially since I was right-handed, and this was a swing with my left. Still, my plan worked: the metal deformed, and trickles of black dust began wafting out of the gaps that were not there a moment before. 
 
      
 
    The dummy flailed its arms clumsily as it tried to keep its balance and grab me at the same time. However, I dodged easily, moving behind the metal figure and kicking it hard below a knee joint. That was when the foe finally lost its balance and fell—or, rather, started falling. The process would have been perceived by the uninitiated as something happening quickly. To me, it stretched out for quite a while, and I made good use of that while, punching the dummy in the head. Were it a soccer ball, it would have gone up by a few hundred feet—provided, that is, it withstood the collision without bursting in the first place. 
 
      
 
    The helmet held, but the much-abused neck could withstand no more blows. A cloud of dust came out, and the metal body twitched and convulsed. 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath, trying to clear my mind and become part of the master flow comprised of an infinite multitude of smaller ones. I could have done a better job of it, to be sure, but not much was required at that point. I kicked again, this time with my leg, and with more force applied. I knew my strength and hoped the kick wouldn’t just be deadly, but look good as well, with the dummy’s neck snapping and the helmet flying through the air like a cannonball, for everyone to admire. 
 
      
 
    However, the metal combatant surprised me. Even my three circles of power, well-developed as they were, and the knowledge I had acquired from the Great Master, were not enough, as it turned out. The foe still kept its head, although it did get badly twisted sideways. But my next blow finally finished the automaton off. Without delving deep into Chi, or anything, that time I just whacked it hard, with plenty of angry mechanical force, like a strong but inexperienced ball player might. Fortunately, my ORDER parameters prevented me from damaging my foot when I hit the metal. Gee, thank ORDER for small favors. 
 
      
 
    Two figures rushed towards me from both sides, but I paid them no heed. Everything was under control. Those were no dummies, they were students who decided to join the fight to deliver the death blow to the already fallen foe. But they were a trifle too late, and the victory was all mine. Great! If they really gave out points for each victory, I had already earned two. 
 
      
 
    I looked around eagerly, and my mood dampened. I didn’t know how generous the masters would get with the points, but it did not look like I was going to be able to add anything else to the list of my victories today. There were now twice as many eager beavers wishing to earn points than there were dummies. The metal warriors never left their initial positions and acted each on its own, rather than as a cohesive force. One by one, they were now being easily picked off by my blue-blooded classmates.  
 
      
 
    Only the quickest among the students managed to dispatch an enemy or two unassisted. The rest attacked the remaining bronze figures in twos and threes. Some pummeled away at the armor with their hands and feet without sparing themselves. The brighter ones tried to copycat my initial success with the torch. A few would just rely on brute force like Akhshot, foregoing skill and technique. Still others applied talents of every sort, including rare ones accompanied by impressive visual effects. There were flashes of color with puffs of smoke all over the place. The amphitheater started to look like a nightclub illuminated by strobe lights of different hues. There was even music—the rattling of the destroyed suits of armor—and the shouts of enthusiasm could pass for choir singing. 
 
      
 
    Was that all, I wondered? The test looked incredibly strange. It wasn’t merely easy—it was ridiculously so. I could dispatch a whole bunch of such weak enemies without any Chi tricks, and without breaking a sweat. Even if they were able to move around, I’d still have a field day. 
 
      
 
    Upon closer inspection, I decided there was no point jumping back into the fray. The frat party was rapidly coming to a close. Nearly all of the torches were now broken or at least damaged as the copycats following my example hurried to arm themselves. Not that I needed any extra lighting myself, of course: my Nightvision was developed well enough to see underground. 
 
      
 
    I easily spotted the masters observing the massacre from the lower level of the circular balcony, and I didn’t like what I saw. There were no victory cheers up there for sure. It was as if the umpires had only just sat down to watch a full-blown football game, prepared for the long haul with their buckets of popcorn and supersized sodas. 
 
      
 
    Dors, waving a rapidly-disintegrating metal plate that protected a fighter dummy’s chest only a few seconds before gave a triumphant yell. 
 
      
 
    “This is my second! Give me more! More! I need more!” 
 
      
 
    The walls shook and parted soundlessly, as if reacting to the arrogant oaf’s request. More metal fighters came out of those new passages, only this time they seemed to be made of steel, rather than bronze, and were also taller and wider in the shoulders than the first wave. Their numbers doubled too as two mannequins stepped out of every passage instead of one. And, worst of all, they were now armed. About half of them had triangular shields and short metal clubs that looked like sawed-off rolling pins, the other half wielding five-foot-long poles of the same material. 
 
      
 
    Dors proved that he didn’t just look like a grown-up, but occasionally used his head too. He stopped demanding more and took a few steps back in the bouncy gait of a predator, deciding against risking an immediate attack. Akhshot, on the other hand, was unfazed by the new balance of power. He left the near-disintegrated remains of his previous enemy and charged at the nearest two dummies with a loud roar—only to be knocked back at once with a pole. The impact was so strong he lost balance and landed heavily on his derriere.  
 
      
 
    The metal warriors took a step forward, encircling us. This bunch was different, and a lot more dangerous. They also wouldn’t just stand in place like some kind of timid debutante wallflowers. 
 
      
 
    Apparently, the real fight was only just beginning. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 7 
 
    The Carnage 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Not everyone survived the second wave. To be sure, no one really died, just as we were promised, since our opponents went easy on us, doing everything they could to avoid hitting our heads. Considering that the scions of this world’s elite had well-hardened bodies and that magic healing here was truly magical, it would be hard enough to kill anyone with blunt weapons, even if they were made of metal. I also suspected that there were other limitations imposed on the opposing force, in addition to the head and neck bans. Of course, anything could happen when the fighting got intense enough, and the school did have a record of a few students dying in training. However, I was certain that things like that didn’t happen often, and chances were most such lethal cases didn’t take place in the arena, but rather where my general plan was supposed to take me eventually. 
 
      
 
    That said, a blow with a heavy club or metal pole could still do a lot of damage, even if it didn’t hit any sensitive spots. Any feeble omegas standing here in our stead would have been crushed in less than a minute, their broken bodies trampled into the sand of the arena. We were harder to take out, and we had a certain advantage over the enemy. We did not have our hands tied with any technique prohibitions, and we were young and strong. Even with rudimentary organization, we’d have repealed the attack without suffering any losses. 
 
      
 
    However, that was not the case. Every student believed they were an army of one and acted without paying any attention to the others. Weaker participants would retreat, either scared or waiting for the right moment, while the strong ones held their ground and fought with abandon, eager to earn points. As they hit and got hit, they often took risks that could be avoided altogether. But even the weakest among us would probably be able to hold their own for a minute or two against one of these stronger dummies. However, the fight was so chaotic that a single student often had to fight two or more foes at the same time. And in those scenarios, the blows rained down too fast to count. The steel warriors were a lot more agile than their bronze counterparts. I saw someone knocked off their feet. Someone else tripped over a body as they took a step backwards, but kept on fighting and trying to knock the dummy off its feet with a foot sweep. The dummy fought back, of course, since a downed student kicking back was no longer considered untouchable. Quickly enough, the fight degenerated into a mere bar brawl, with blows flying and landing from every direction in a totally haphazard manner. 
 
      
 
    Odd as it might seem, there were also a couple of fights between students, where two young predators, hyped up on adrenalin and arrogance, would fail to share amicably in their victory spoils. This happened where there were fewer passages in the wall and thus fewer dummies came out, or where the enemy did not advance in a concerted effort for some reason. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t rush into battle this time, taking a step back along with the most timid. I wasn’t afraid; I was just biding my time, like the rest of us who thought with their heads rather than some other part of their anatomy. I had my head on a swivel, trying to commit every last detail to memory. 
 
      
 
    I was going to spend almost a year side by side with those up-and-coming teens, all of whom were far from simple. Besides, some of them could well be from families that harbored no kind feelings towards House Crow. Consequently, chances were high we would eventually have to fight to the death, so it made sense to study them and see what they were capable of. Many of those boys and girls fought as if there was no one watching them, going all the way in and displaying family techniques as well as personal battle talents for everyone to see. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, I would have fewer surprises in stock if I got to observe them in battle. 
 
      
 
    Still, I had to remember about points too, and they didn’t award those for just watching the show. Besides, I suspected the reward system wouldn’t be all that simple, and those of us intending to hide behind the others’ backs to make it through to the end would wind up with a demerit instead of a reward. 
 
      
 
    Victory so far seemed elusive. I had no doubts about my ability to dispatch any of the dummies one on one. But they kept acting in pairs ever since they came out of the passages and prioritized defending one another over attacking. As soon as one of the warriors got attacked by a student, the other would stop doing whatever it was doing and join the fray. And given that those steel dummies were tougher than their predecessors, even big guys like Akhshot couldn’t take them out with a single blow.  
 
      
 
    Our roommate, who had gotten his licks right at the beginning, didn't seem to learn much from the experience. He tried another simple assault, relying on brute force, and even managed to grab one of the metal warriors in a stranglehold. However, this time his strength proved insufficient for doing any damage to the opponent’s neck. Had he had a little more time, he may have managed it by wearing out the armor joints. But the dummy’s partner didn’t let him do anything of the sort. The warrior hit Akhshot’s arm so hard I was amazed it didn’t break in two. The big guy’s bones must have been fortified by some rare talent. 
 
      
 
    But that wasn’t the end of it. Akhshot got hit again and again while he was getting up and retreating, and then he bumped into another pair of dummies. He couldn’t dodge them and got a mighty whack under the knee with a pole. His leg buckled, and he went down. But not even that taught Akhshot anything. Instead of lying still, he tried to grab the nearest warrior by the feet. In that he succeeded, and even managed to take the dummy down, giving it a strong jerk. However, the master didn’t lie when he said that any downed student trying to fight back would be asking for some serious trashing. The only thing he had let out was that the floored aggressor would become a priority for every foe in their vicinity. 
 
      
 
    Six dummies attacked Akhshot at once. He parried some blows, only to expose himself to others. To give the big guy his due, he held his own despite the beating he was taking, and he seemed to be using no serious skills, relying on brute force and stubbornness to wiggle his way out of the hail of blows. He may have resisted them longer if it wasn’t for the twelve heartbeats rule. 
 
      
 
    As the invisible clock stopped ticking, the metal warriors retreated at once, moving away from our invective-spewing roommate and losing all their interest in him. Akhshot seemed to come to his senses soon enough, reaching for his chest where a silver medal with a simple pattern carved into it hung on a rough leather strap. Every other challenge participant was wearing one, myself included. 
 
      
 
    Everything was perfectly clear: his time was up. Just as Master Byogg promised, Akhshot couldn’t fail but notice the amulet’s signal. He didn’t try to chase the enemy, his frustration notwithstanding. He must have remembered the threat of severe punishment and checked himself. Or perhaps he simply had enough pummeling and cared none for more. 
 
      
 
    I owed my neighbor nothing, and I wasn’t particularly fond of him in the first place. In other words, I had no reason to hurry to his rescue. I did lunge in his direction once, but not because I wanted to save him. I had my own reasons. However, I abandoned the idea as soon as I saw him getting mobbed. The momentary opportunity was no longer there, and I would have to wait for another one, or take a risk to avoid wasting time. Which would it be, I wondered? 
 
      
 
    Someone tapped me on the shoulder. I turned and was surprised to see my other roommate. Ogron. The guy left the center of the arena, which was still relatively action-free, and came to stand next to me. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Nothing much. I await my orders,” Ogron grinned. 
 
      
 
    He was speaking softly, but alphas had good hearing and could catch a lot even in the din of a battle. 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” I raised my brow. “What orders? What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    Ogron sighed, his entire demeanor revealing the stoic patience of a noble knight prepared to deal with someone so slow on the uptake. In fact, even his body language and posh verbiage that the school ordinarily looked down upon came through as outright comical. 
 
      
 
    “Chuck of House Norris, I have very recently expressed my intent to follow your orders if you managed to dispatch a dummy with a broken-off torch. So give me an order. I’m waiting.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Oh, no, I just wanted to engage in some small talk, given that we have noting better to do anyway. Mark my words, Chuck, I’m always serious when I speak. I am no clown, unlike some of us here. So what are your orders? Do you have any ideas at all, or will you just keep backtracking until it is all over?” 
 
      
 
    I had indeed taken a few steps back to let some of the more eager students get between me and the approaching dummies.  
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I do have an idea that might be interesting. Will you be able to take on one of them?” 
 
    “Which one?” Ogron asked. 
 
      
 
    I liked his laconic and businesslike manner. My roommate was indeed more serious than his age would normally warrant. He didn’t ask any silly questions and looked ready to take action at once without waiting for any explanations. And all of that in a calm and dignified manner, without any excessive familiarity. There was no doubt in my mind that this was no wealthy commoner trying to rise above the station in life he was born into. You could tell the man was coming from generation upon generation of nobility. You could always tell. 
 
    I pointed at one of the steel warriors. 
 
      
 
    “This one with the club. You don’t need to take him down. Just make sure he doesn’t attack me for at least ten seconds. Will you be able to keep him busy that long?” 
 
      
 
    Ogron nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Ten seconds? Piece of cake.” 
 
    “Then get to it. And don’t let the dummy take you down.” 
 
    “I have no such intention.” 
 
      
 
    What was a fighter dummy? It was an interesting topic, but there wasn’t any useful information on it available. I had no idea how they were being created and taught to fight. And no one else knew either, since they were just a leftover from a bygone era, of which the technologies were lost long ago. All the contemporary generation of the inhabitants of Rock could do was use some of that legacy—whatever still worked, that is—without having a clue as to what made the ancient machines work. 
 
      
 
    Thus, I’d have to rely on what my eyes told me about those fighter dummies. In a nutshell, they were hollow metal statues that somehow managed to move. And they could do that pretty quickly—not unlike low-level alpha children, or, perhaps, a little faster. Considering those creatures’ obviously high defensive capacity, they were a formidable foe that one couldn’t dispatch quickly enough without a decent weapon. And their sheer numbers didn’t allow us the luxury of doing it slowly. They would instantly rush to each other’s rescue, and two acting together were a lot harder to dispatch than two standalones. And since we were facing many more than two, neighbors on the flanks could join in any moment to help each other. The dummies could not use their agility to their advantage when faced by a dense group of students, so in most situations they moved unhurriedly, but without stopping. They kept encroaching from every direction, tightening up the noose, and their ranks were closing inexorably. They would stand shoulder to shoulder against us any moment now.  
 
      
 
    Ogron didn’t just jump into the fray at once. He waited for a few seconds, looking for the right moment to enter, and then took it as one of the closest dummies predictably moved against a guy on our right who had already been given a serious thrashing. The poor sod must have been truly unlucky since even his head was covered with blood. But the injury didn’t take him out of commission. It looked like he managed to retreat and catch his breath, and was now eager for revenge. 
 
      
 
    I hoped he would keep one of the foes busy, for a few seconds at least, which, in a quickly progressing action, could well mean forever. In the meantime, Ogron sneaked past a pileup, in which two dummies were enthusiastically kicking a fallen girl. Though most likely ready to concede defeat, she had been careless enough to hit one of the metal warriors from below, and they didn’t forgive such impertinence. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that lay an area where there were no students, except one who had been knocked out cold and was just lying on the ground motionless. The poor guy wouldn’t fight any further, so there was no point counting on him. 
 
      
 
    There was no one but the dummies in front of Ogron, and two of them attacked him at once. That was predictable and just what I had been counting on. 
 
      
 
    My roommate remembered my orders well. He dodged a swing of the metal pole, accelerated in a split second and rushed towards the other enemy. The dummy hit him with its metal club, and Ogron didn’t even try to dodge, stoically taking the blow on the shoulder. He crashed into the steel warrior, which was slow to use its shield for protection. The metallic creature was heavy, but Ogron was no featherweight, either, especially for his age, and he had managed to pick up some decent momentum. 
 
      
 
    Both went down and fell onto the sand. A fallen ally was considered an emergency by the dummies, but they would only react in numbers when they were close and facing no other opponents. Since this wasn’t the case here, none of them hurried to help. That said, the dummy Ogron managed to dodge at first didn’t go anywhere and hurried to its wingman’s rescue at once. But that would take some doing since in his powerful lunge Ogron did not only knock the opponent down but caused them both to roll a few yards out and further away, embraced like the brothers in arms they were. Well, sort of. Which was why the second dummy, in a rush to lend a hand to its fallen partner, had no alternative but to turn its back on the main action, making it dangerously exposed to yours truly here.  
 
      
 
    I arrived just as the dummy was swinging its pole, looking for a spot where its attack would do the most damage. But Ogron was no fool. He knew the number two was coming even without seeing the second fighter, so he jiggled as fast as he could while wrestling the first enemy, trying to use its bulk to shield himself from the expected blow. 
 
      
 
    I jumped, soaring into the air, and hit the second dummy under the knee with my foot as hard as I could, enough for the impact to make all my bones ache for a moment. However, the enemy had it worse. There was a dent in the metal, and it started to come apart at the joints, with trickles of black dust coming out of the gaps. The warrior tried to balance itself on its second leg, turning around at the same time, and exposed its chin, which I hit hard with the heel of my palm, striking upwards as I ducked the metal pole. 
 
      
 
    My physique was inferior not just to Akhshot’s, but to Ogron’s as well. However, I was pretty confident that neither paid much attention to unarmed combat, and that their parameters were substantially inferior to mine. I was very much at ease with simple moves such as this one, and I hit pretty hard. I had picked up the basics from what unassuming specialists the Pentagon could offer, and I also remembered a few things from my previous life. Besides, I never allowed laziness to get in the way of practicing everything I ever learned or could remember. 
 
      
 
    Some folks would probably say that two years of training were nothing to write home about, but they wouldn’t have any idea how much time and effort I had invested in that training. I’d say, pretty much every spare moment I had. I didn’t sleep much, I ate on the move, and I picked up every single crumb of useful knowledge from everyone I knew. And I never took any time off. 
 
      
 
    So my seemingly unsophisticated attack actually worked much better than could be expected. The dummy’s head almost came off. Its neck burst in a couple of places in the front, revealing the pole connecting the back of its head to its chest—the dummies’ equivalent of a spine, which was closer to their backs than that of a human being, and curved in strange ways. The impact made it bend further than the joints permitted. Something snapped, and the metal head tilted backwards. Massive streams of black dust poured in every direction. The dummy’s limbs were still trying to move, but it looked more like agony than deliberate motion. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have time to hit my opponent again as it was already toppling. Instead, I grabbed its pole, easily yanking it out of the dummy’s weakened grasp, and swung it around, trying to get used to the unfamiliar weapon. On the other hand, it was not a particularly alien piece of hardware either, seeing how I had chopped down many sturdy trees with similar objects back on the plateau. Now that pole in my hand felt perfectly fine. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, the weapon was rapidly corroding without its owner. The process was slower than with the bronze dummies, but I doubted the pole would last me more than a few minutes. But there was nothing to be done about it, and there were plenty more poles around. All of them had owners, to be sure, but that issue was easy to solve. 
 
      
 
    I struck from the top down, in one straight, hard, vertical move, using nothing but sheer blunt force. My roommate’s opponent seemed to have finally realized it was heavier and stronger, so it pinned Ogron down and was now trying to free its weapon hand from the bind and land a blow with the club. Failing that, the twelve heartbeats rule would kick in, and I would lose my partner altogether. 
 
      
 
    But I was right on time. The back of the dummy’s head caved in. A large part of it fell off, and a torrent of black dust poured out of the hole. 
 
      
 
    I offered Ogron my hand. 
 
      
 
    “Get up! Hurry!” I yelled. 
 
    “Chuck! Behind you!” he yelled back. 
 
      
 
    That wasn’t what I expected him to do. I was in control and knew the neighboring dummy wouldn’t approach for about two more seconds, which was more than enough time to help my roommate up and prepare to meet the next foe. But if Ogron feared I’d get hit on the head before I managed to do anything useful, I had to revise my priorities on the fly. After all, I couldn’t argue with him when I was about to start getting pummeled. Besides, I didn’t want to waste any more time than necessary to fend the new target off. Turning around, I landed a blow with my hand while my feet danced an intricate ballet on the floor, getting me closer to the adversary. 
 
      
 
    That kind of labyrinthine choreography made tripping a distinct possibility, but trip I didn’t, and my blow went home. To be sure, it wasn’t perfect, but I still managed to enter what Master Tao had referred to as the flows of Chi. Personally, I preferred the term “lines of force,” but it would take this world a while to develop Earth-like physics, let alone any of its familiar terminology. 
 
      
 
    The dummies had good reflexes. This one was no exception as it swung its pole up to defend itself. But its right hand let go of it in the process, so only his left was holding the weapon now. 
 
      
 
    My blow came out horrendously strong—something that used to surprise Master Tao quite a bit. I perfected such fluid strikes slicing up those hard wooden logs on his mountain. To be sure, a metal arm was no log, but it was still not strong enough to resist, and the pole got torn out of the dummy’s grasp. 
 
      
 
    But it didn’t stop there as my hand went further, moving right to left horizontally, until it reached the dummy’s head with the very tip of its now streamlined flow of Chi. There was a loud crash as armor plates flew in every direction, followed by a billow of dust. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks!” A voice came from my left, sounding tense, yet still mischievous. 
 
      
 
    I turned a little and nodded to Guerra who was distracting the nearby pair while all of the above was going down. Not that she was under any orders from me about it, but I knew what her next move would be and counted on it. Ditto for yet another girl. Oddly enough, this one was someone I knew. Not that we had been formally introduced, or anything, but she was the first other student I encountered here, although, strictly speaking, she had still been a candidate then, walking towards the gate with bloodied swords in her hands. It wasn’t the kind of sight one forgot easily. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know who the young lady was or what had happened to her on the way to school, but she was exhibiting incredible dexterity now, fighting four dummies at once. She got separated far enough away from the bulk of the fighting students but seemed totally unfazed by it. 
 
      
 
    So that flank was secure in the meantime. The rest of the dummies were beginning to look in her direction with apparently malicious intent; she must have been the number one irritating factor, and they wouldn’t switch to us immediately. 
 
      
 
    Guerra wasn’t quite as accomplished a fighter as the other girl, but she was more than competent. Ogron and I managed to dispatch two dummies, and only a single fighter came to assist them—too late, much to our delight. The rest were only beginning to move, but they could do nothing but try to avenge their fallen companions by that point. 
 
      
 
    The tough girl was quick on the uptake. She grabbed the pole the dummy lost after my attack and was now armed as a result of my efforts. I didn’t mind at all; on the contrary, since we were all in the same boat now, the strength of one was the strength of all. And now she had a weapon. That made us all stronger. 
 
      
 
    Ogron managed to get on his feet all on his own. I didn’t even notice him wriggling out from underneath the still-twitching metal figure. Unfortunately, I hadn’t yet had a chance to grow eyes in the back of my head. 
 
      
 
    Paying no heed to the vengeful dolls that had dropped everything and headed in our direction, my roommate clapped me on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “You’re sure a spry one! So, what’s you next order?” 
 
      
 
    I looked around. 
 
      
 
    “Do you see the dummies around us?” 
 
    “My eyes are perfectly functional.” 
 
    “We have to dispatch them all.” 
 
    “The orders are clear enough,” Ogron chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Not only did he manage to get up, but he also confiscated the shield and the club from his helpless enemy. This guy definitely showed promise. He was incredibly calm and thoughtful for his age. With a cold-blooded assistant like him I’d be able to accomplish a lot. 
 
      
 
    I dashed towards the nearest dummy and gave it a hard knock—as hard as I could, in a similarly unsophisticated manner. This one tried to cover itself with a shield, and the shield held, but the opponent lost its balance and fell anyway. This time I didn’t even need to accelerate, although, in all fairness, the enemy was four times my weight. This may not have been considered an impressive result by some Great Master’s standards, but Ogron whistled approvingly, watching the toppling figure. 
 
      
 
    Next, I got attacked by two dummies at once, but my roommate immediately tried to draw the attention of one of them away from me, remembering to keep an eye on more enemies approaching from behind. Somehow we found ourselves on our own. There were just two other students lying on the sand. The rest fell back towards the center. I thought we should follow suit, but I was afraid the others would start getting in our way. Some of them were slow and sloppy, and that was putting it mildly. I didn’t want such fumblers to limit my mobility. 
 
      
 
    A familiar figure jumped out of the crowd—one that wasn’t made of metal. One of my opponents failed to react to the new threat and fell, scattering dust from the hole in its head. 
 
      
 
    Guerra attacked the next one without making a pause, shouting, 
 
    “We’ll be fine if we cover each other’s backs!” 
 
      
 
    The idea made perfect sense. The main problem was the sheer number of mannequins and their propensity to attack from every direction. It was hard to dispatch them one by one with nothing but a light metal pole as we invariably had to fight off many attackers coming from every direction at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “Ogron! You’ve heard her!” I yelled, dealing a successful blow to yet another enemy head, right above the shield. 
 
      
 
    After that we had to pick things up as we went along, getting used to fighting alongside each other. Guerra’s wide swings were a bit of a problem, and we had to account for them and get out of the way. Ogron couldn’t dispatch the dummies fast enough, and they kept ganging up on him, pressing onward. I had to help him and avoid “friendly fire” from the warrior princess at the same time, which kept my hands full. 
 
      
 
    I kept on hitting, and my every move had but a single objective in mind: hit as fast and hard as I could at every opportunity without causing any harm to myself. The sound of metal sheets being pounded was deafening. Several dummies would appear wherever one fell, hurrying towards our center of resistance from every direction. My pole was getting completely deformed by rapidly progressing corrosion, and then got bent in two places at once, becoming unwieldy. I had to pick up another one; fortunately, there was no longer a shortage of weapons. 
 
      
 
    Dors and Dibby, having noticed our prowess in holding our ground, got through to us from the general melee accompanied by two more students who also looked tough. The seven of us formed a circle, holding a large defensive perimeter. This allowed those who got injured to fall back and take a breather behind their companions’ backs before rejoining the battle. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t get any serious injuries. I had already activated all my defensive talents in advance, the way I had always done before, during my short but eventful apprenticeship with Great Master Tao. This allowed me to brush off loose fragments of enemy armor hitting me every now and then. Besides, I sometimes had to use my forearms to parry the dummies’ attacks. It wasn’t always possible to dodge since we were fighting really close to one another. Had I been a zero, I would have broken at least a few bones by now, but with my parameters being what they were I just winced from the occasional pain, never allowing myself to retreat, even for a short break. I just couldn’t. Even though other students joined us, it was easy enough to see that me, Ogron, Dors, and Guerra were the main “bastions” of our defense perimeter. We were defending four directions at once, and the rest of the students either helped the best they could to protect our flanks or simply handed us new weapons once ours got too corroded. And some just made sure they stayed out of our way. Even when there were already twelve of us, the “Magnificent Four,” as I came to think of my battle partners and myself, accounted for up to ninety percent of all destroyed dummies. 
 
      
 
    Ogron seemed to work without resorting to any special tricks, or at least I failed to notice any. Dors would regularly use some talent that made him immensely strong for a few seconds. In that mode, even “fresh” poles in his hands bent like boiled noodles, so the big guy soon switched to two clubs: they were shorter and much thicker. They withstood most of his hits, and corrosion destroyed them slower. Guerra relied on pure Strength and Agility, but whenever things got tough, she’d speed up to a mind-boggling tempo, becoming a virtual whirlwind. Any attack dealt in that state was incredibly powerful, and the metal warriors didn’t stand a chance of blocking or evading them. 
 
      
 
    I also had a few things to showcase. My talent collection was far from well-thought-out or systematic, yet I still had quite a few surprises up my sleeve. However, I didn’t see the point in demonstrating any of them publicly. I could do it to impress the masters, but there was no way I was going to reveal all my trump cards during the very first test. There was no need to engage my most powerful abilities if I could hold my own as well as the best of my comrades relying just on my Strength, Agility, and Stamina. 
 
      
 
    The less I let strangers know about myself, the better. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, I didn’t try anything fancy. I controlled the area to the best of my ability, attacked sparsely, and constantly tried to adapt myself to the ever-changing space defined by the flows of Chi. I kept striking again and again without any finesse. This wasn’t fencing, and my objective was to dispatch one enemy with each powerful blow. Two were a waste of time and effort. Even if a dummy was still standing after an attack, it was no longer my concern as less skilled students would finish them off. Maimed dummies disgorging billows of dust were easy pickings. 
 
      
 
    The fight in the center died down at some point. The dolls quashed the last pocket of resistance there and headed in our direction. There was nothing else left to distract them. Before that, we were barely managing to fight them back, and now things became a great deal more complicated. As I had to do the job of two fighters, I began making more mistakes, parrying blows with different other parts of my body, rather than my forearms alone. My defensive skills still protected me, but not completely, and I was using up Shadow Chi really quickly. I had lots, but the art of controlling energy directly was an expensive proposition, especially when practiced by someone as green as me. It took me hundreds of points to accomplish what the Great Master might have done with just two or three. Besides, my passive defensive talents also needed refueling.  
 
      
 
    There were a few times when Chi was my only salvation. I was really close to retreating behind the backs of others a few times in order to rest for a few seconds. However, there were fewer and fewer backs to get behind, and we could get crushed in a matter of seconds if I relied on the weaker fighters to hold the line. 
 
      
 
    But the rest of my comrades were still fighting, and so I fought on too. Even though some of us relied on flashy battle talents and used them regularly, I was also an important asset in a battle like that. Besides, I could bet no one had nearly as much Stamina as I did. Only a local with a Degree of Enlightenment equaling 50 or more could match me there, provided they were an incredibly strong alpha, the likes of which were few and far between in Rock. Someone weaker might still fail to measure up even at the hundredth Degree. 
 
      
 
    I got attacked from three sides at once, with fighters on my left and my right trampling their fallen comrades into the sand. I managed to take down one and parried another’s blow with my left hand, but the third one caught me in the knee with a pole. It wasn’t a strong blow, but it came at an inopportune moment, and I almost got knocked off my feet. Full of pain and red-hot rage, I hit back, the blow landing somewhere among the intertwined flows of Chi that offered the least resistance. I acted on pure primeval reflex—the very same way Master Tao wanted to see me fight. It made sense to free your mind from thought and doubt until it became a shining void, and then strike at your enemy where the energy flows were the thinnest. It was easy. According to him. 
 
      
 
    It worked. A few more blows got through, but I was beginning to run out of opponents. There was nothing around me but billows of black dust, crumpled metal falling down, and twitching figures in the sand that still moved but could no longer do us any harm. 
 
      
 
    Two more powerful blows, and my corroded pole almost bent double. But it no longer mattered. There was no one left in front of me. Oh, there were still plenty of warrior dummies around, but all of them were on the ground and gradually ceasing to move. Only two tried to rise, but without any success. 
 
      
 
    I wiped my brow and turned around slowly. My ears were telling me there was no hurry as no more battle sounds were coming from behind me. 
 
      
 
    I was right. There were no more battle worthy dolls left there, and most of the students were down too. Only Ogron, Dors, Guerra, and, oddly enough, Dibby were still standing. Many other students, who looked a lot tougher, failed to make it this far. 
 
      
 
    Dibby was clearly a textbook example of the perils of judging the book by its cover. I decided to pay special attention to this doe-eyed angel going forward. She hadn’t been hiding behind our backs, after all, and the battered and bent pole in her hands testified to that. She couldn’t have held on for so long on attributes alone, and she didn’t use any flashy talents that I could see. So she had to have her secrets too. And secrets were always interesting. 
 
      
 
    Every student who hadn’t joined us was down. The strange dark-haired girl fought until the end, keeping to herself and occasionally resorting to incredible acrobatics to slip out of the circle formed by her enemies, time and again. I was almost certain that she held a record in what was known as frags among gamers back on Earth, as her speed and technique were truly fantastic. I could have used such a fighter by my side, but I couldn’t order her to join us, and she didn’t express any desire to do so herself. She fought on her own, and she fell on her own too, when several rows of dummies surrounded her and slipping out was no longer an option. Yet she had also contributed to our victory. While some dummies were busy fighting her, we managed to dispatch most of the others. If she hadn’t diverted their attention, we may not have been able to stand our ground, after all. 
 
      
 
    Dors wiped the blood off his face and spat out something hard that made a loud noise as it hit the metal. It must have been a tooth: somehow, I didn’t think he was tough enough to spit stones.  
 
      
 
    The big guy kicked a dummy that had been trying to rise so hard that its head came off its maimed neck and shot off like a soccer ball, crashing into the wall with a resonant bang. 
 
      
 
    “This junk of the ancients belongs in the junkyard,” Dors said scornfully. Then he raised his head and yelled, “Master Byogg! I have won!” 
 
    “Hey, how about us here?” Guerra snorted, wiping blood off her face.  
 
    “Oh, yes. Thanks for not getting in my way as I was winning,” the big guy said in a patronizing voice.  
 
      
 
    His temperament matched his appearance, and the display of arrogance was staggering. Akhshot almost seemed modest in comparison.  
 
      
 
    One of the students who was among the last ones to fall came to his senses and started to rise. Dors had something to say about that too. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! You’ve lost! Now crawl towards the gate like a worm! On your belly! Slither!” 
 
      
 
    The poor guy didn’t react. He probably didn’t even hear the words or failed to understand them. He must have been hit hard. It was a miracle he had managed to get up in the first place. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t stay on his feet too long, though. With a lurch, he fell again, and wheezed hoarsely. 
 
      
 
    I jumped to his side and nearly crashed into Dibby who had also hurried to the rescue. She raised her head and shouted, 
 
    “This boy has a head injury! He needs help!” 
 
    “Yeah, this moron let the dolls hit him in the head!” Dors was still yelling. “What are you waiting for?! Let me out! I have won! There are no more dummies! And make sure there’s enough hot water for my bath!” 
 
      
 
    As I tried to get a better grip of the injured student, I heard a familiar sound and gave a start. It wasn’t the gate. It was the passages opening in the walls of the arena again. Many passages. 
 
      
 
    Intuition: 
 
    This is going to hurt. 
 
      
 
    There was a clangor of metal, and more warrior dummies came out. 
 
      
 
    This time they came out in threes—not in pairs. Three figures of polished reddish metal emerged from every passage. Each of the troikas consisted of two fighters with the already-familiar weapons and one wielding a long mace and a small buckler shield with a blunt spike in the middle. 
 
      
 
    We froze for a second. 
 
    Guerra was the first one to break the silence. She sounded nervous and condescending at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “So it seems you haven’t defeated everybody yet, Dors, have you? Come on, don’t just stand there! Kill them all off while we have a rest. Hey, what’s the matter, Dors? Cat got your tongue all of a sudden? Go ahead, earn your glory!” 
 
      
 
    The big guy spat out blood, went down on his knee with visible effort, picked up two new clubs, and swung them in his hands. 
 
      
 
    “Chaos take me if I don’t earn a hundred points now,” he said, hoarsely. 
 
      
 
    I left the injured student alone, got up, grabbed a pole that hadn’t corroded too much yet, and also took a swing. 
 
      
 
    “So, your orders?” Ogron asked. He sounded weary too, but there was still a note of merry mischief in his voice. 
 
    “We cover each other’s backs. Nothing new. We just hold the line and hit them until we take them all out.” 
 
    “That’s a plan,” Ogron said approvingly, dropping the shield he’d been holding in his left hand and grabbing a club. His right must have been broken, but he didn’t let it show. 
 
      
 
    The battle would be fierce. But short.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 8 
 
    Sticks and Carrots 
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    “All of you are a terrible disappointment to your most esteemed parents. You have disappointed me too. Greatly. I can’t find the right words that would be acceptable in a polite company and at the same time express the abysmal extent of your incompetence.” 
 
      
 
    Master Byogg clearly wasn’t pleased with us, and the feeling was mutual. We weren’t too happy to be seeing him, either. All we wanted was to go to bed instead of listening to his derisive commentary. 
 
      
 
    By “we” I was referring to all those who didn’t only manage to get to their feet after getting patched up hastily by school healers, but also made it to the surface under their own power. Once we got there, the master ordered us to line up.  
 
      
 
    All in all, there was about half of the original student force left, and those were not necessarily the best fighters. In the heat of the battle, I noticed that some of those who went down did not seem to be too anxious to get back on their feet. Some crawled to the gate hastily as soon as they hit the ground. The dolls would leave them alone, allowing them to spend the rest of the time in the arena as spectators. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t much like the way the whole thing ended. Hardly anyone could possibly enjoy having dozens of soulless foes attack them from every direction. And the new wave were stronger than their “bronze” and “steel” counterparts too. There were five of us still standing, including myself, and we tried our hardest. However, being surrounded by tons of metal in a confined space didn’t leave one much room for maneuver, even when fresh and vigorous. 
 
      
 
    And we were far from fresh. Even the most powerful aristocrats can only hold against a mob for so long. Once your best talents went deep into cooldown and you ran out of energy and Shadow, you began losing ground very quickly. A heroic figure standing alone against thousands of enemies was the stuff of legends and those silly books Tsass liked so much. In reality, even commoners with zero combat experience and underdeveloped attributes could present a problem for a noble. It was only a matter of numbers and resolve to win at all costs. 
 
      
 
    I was most likely the strongest of the bunch in terms of the sum total of my parameters, although I might still be lacking where the proper balance of talents and technique was concerned. Unfortunately, what I learned from the Great Master still had to be developed further and required plenty of practice, and there was no system to the talents I had picked up over the preceding two years. I wasn’t picky. I would just grab whatever cropped up and looked interesting. 
 
      
 
    I could have pulled a few aces out of my sleeve and stayed on my feet a lot longer than the rest. However, I didn’t see any good reason to do that. After all, I had already decided I wouldn’t show all my tricks at once, and I remained true to this decision until the end of the challenge. I also made a point of studying the other participants to assess their strengths and weaknesses. I hoped none of them was as sly as me, so, with any luck, they must have given the fight their absolute best. After all, we were allies battling a common enemy, and that always inspired trust. But what would happen tomorrow? No one knew. We might wind up having to fight one another at some point. 
 
      
 
    Guerra had somehow managed to outwit herself as she tried to use her incredible acceleration to jump over the wall of dummy warriors and strike them from the back. But she either had no sufficient energy left for the talent to work properly, or simply miscalculated, because her plan had fallen through and she got stuck in the middle of the enemy formation, getting buried under a mountain of metal right away. 
 
      
 
    What happened to the rest of us after that was not unlike the fate of a plastic toy soldier caught in a massive vise. As we were getting squashed—literally so—I fought the urge to engage all my active talents to the max as a desperate measure of last resolve but stayed the course and kept most of them hidden. Once I went down, I stayed down. There was no reason to prolong the agony, and I cared not for any additional scrapes or bruises. Besides, there was always a chance of getting a truly serious injury. Just ask that poor fellow who got himself an extra hole in his skull even though he went down and stayed put, offering no resistance. The fight had been fought in close quarters, with everybody hacking and swinging with abandon, so you could not possibly account for every move. I didn’t know what kind of software code made the dummies move, or how it worked, but I could tell it did not guarantee absolute safety. Finally finding myself buried under half a ton of metal, I decided to call it quits. The others, as it turned out, had just about as much sensibility. 
 
      
 
    That may well have been the reason why Byogg was now looking at me as if I were a pile of moldy feces. Then again, he looked at everyone else that way. We were all equally worthless to him. He may have been giving Dors a modicum of special treatment, believing the arrogant muscleman to be a notch above the rest—a miserable worm, perhaps—but one could never tell without having the complete picture. I could simply be imagining things. Dors was an unremarkable entitled jerk who was absolutely certain he was superior to others and the world revolved around him. I had no idea what kind of parameters or training he had, but he looked a quintessential aristocrat, even when viewed from the rear. And in all fairness, he did really well during the test. He was definitely stronger and better trained than your average alpha. 
 
      
 
    However, that didn’t help him one bit when we got squashed at the end. He didn’t last a second longer than I and went down right next to me just as easily, and even got a mouthful of sand when a bronze foot stepped on his head. It was unprotected, just like all of ours were, but I saw nothing but minor bumps and grazes, with no signs of any serious trauma. So his defense skills had to be pretty good too, it seemed. On the other hand seeing how little that “cinematic Viking” appeared to have in the brain department, getting a concussion would be the least of his worries anyway. 
 
      
 
    “And there I was, thinking nothing could be worse than last year’s crop of freshmen. How wrong I was! You are supposed to be the elite of the Rava Empire, but you are, in fact, nothing but a mindless herd. A mob of worthless, selfish brats. Personal gain is everything to you. Given free rein, you’ll just trample down everyone else—including the very people who, just like you, are supposed to be the country’s hope and future backbone. I don’t even want to waste words describing how useless you are. Let me just tell you one thing: our students are given this test every year, one way or another. Year after year after year. It has been this way for decades, and centuries. I would expect that at least some of the families may have preserved some of this knowledge and tried telling you what you’re supposed to do. We have no control over such transfer of information, and we don’t usually punish those who know too much. But in your case, that would be a moot point anyway since there’s nothing to punish. Knowing too much clearly isn’t the case with any of you. Even assuming some of you may have known what to expect, they forgot everything as soon as they wound up in the Arena. You! Shawn! You’ve asked me whether the dolls could kill you, but I could see it in your eyes that you knew a lot about what to expect. Is that so?” 
 
    “M… Master Byogg, I’ve heard of this challenge from my…” 
 
    “No names!” Byogg interrupted him. “You were told to leave your names at the door, and you should leave any mention of your relatives there as well. We are well aware that some of you will not be able to keep it secret, but you might at least try not to advertise yourselves to everyone on your very first night here. You lose a point, Shawn. For talking too much. So, you knew about the test. Why, then, did you behave the way you did? More specifically, why did you fail to do what you should have done?” 
 
    “Master Byogg,” the frightened boy started to babble. “Who would have listened to me? And it’s not just me. Others knew too. And yet they stayed silent.” 
 
    “There is some truth in your words, Shawn, I’ll give you that. This is a recurrent problem for us. You reached the third wave of the warrior dummies during the test. We ran the exact same test seven years ago, and a different class was facing the same conditions. They made it to the fifth wave. And I assume each of you understands that the further you go, the harder it gets. The fifth wave is tantamount to a dozen of the first or five of the second. How many of you were still standing after the second? Just five. And those students had only lost four of their total by that point. How was that possible? Do you know? Chuck, this is a question for you.” 
 
      
 
    That hit me like a lightning bolt, which didn’t go unnoticed by the master. 
 
      
 
    “Surprised, Chuck?” 
 
    “Yes, Master Byogg. I wasn’t aware you were addressing me specifically until you asked the question.” 
 
    “Now you are. So, let me repeat the question. Why did the students who took this test seven years ago only lose four of their number after the first two waves?” 
 
    “But, Master Byogg, the answer is obvious.” 
 
    “I’m not sure it’s all that obvious even to you, Chuck, let alone the others. So, out with it. Don’t try my patience. It’s very short at the moment.” 
 
    “Master Byogg, the only explanation that comes to mind is that the students joined their forces seven years ago. Instead of fighting a hundred duels independently, they faced the dummies together. The dummies are also capable of providing support to each other, but they’re not that effective, and this ability can be used to their detriment.” 
 
    “Who told you this?” Byogg looked interested. “I don’t need any names, just tell me if it was your family or some teachers.” 
 
    “Neither. I figured it all out myself.” 
 
    “Swear that you did.” 
 
    “There’s no need for that. I am a noble. My word is my bond.” 
 
    “All right. Then could you explain how the dolls’ supportive behavior could be used against them?” 
 
    “It’s easy enough if the effort is concerted. You have to attack a dummy or two as a group. Those near them will turn around and rush to their rescue, creating breaches in their formation. Those make any army weaker, and this is a dummy army, not a human army. They’re incapable of reacting to complicated challenges. Once they are split up, they no longer hurry to help the ones that have been cut off. They don’t rush to their rescue even when they see them. I don’t know why that is, but it can be used to our advantage.” 
 
    “And how would that work, Chuck?” 
 
    “You could divide them time and again, and finish them off bit by bit. A few strong groups could be used for it, while the rest would provide the defense and make sure our formation holds. Not everyone needs to go on the attack.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem all that easy in practical terms,” the master said. “But all right, I get your idea. So why didn’t you try to act on it?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Master Byogg, Shawn has already answered that one. Just like him, I have no idea how to make all the students cooperate. No one would have listened to me.” 
 
    “No one, you say? What I saw says otherwise.” 
 
    “I agree that it may, Master. But that’s not what really happened. My fellow student Ogron offered to follow my orders of his own accord. He’s my roommate and we had a few moments to get to know each other a little. Besides, something happened at the beginning of the test. He’s not a typical case.” 
 
    “What about the rest? Four others quickly gathered around you, with the rest following, eventually.” 
 
    “I believe they simply liked what they saw. I mean, the way Ogron and I were working together. Besides, they didn’t follow my orders like he did. We just tried to stick together.” 
 
    “Do you think you would have been able to take the entire force through the third wave if all of them, or at least half of them agreed to follow your orders?” 
 
    I pondered that for a moment and shook my head. 
 
    “Most likely not, Master Byogg, as much as I hate to admit it.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “I have no experience in leading large numbers of people, and I had no idea what to expect from the other students. Therefore, I don’t think I would have been able to form effective assault teams and assign the rest of the force to tactical defense.” 
 
    “I hear you, student Chuck. I don’t like you, but I’ll give you a point anyway. No, make that two points. Those aren’t for your prowess in battle, but for your way of thinking and your honesty. Honesty in general and candid admission of your limitations. You cannot get away with lying to me directly, so don’t even try. I can see that you occasionally get flashes of good sense, and it merits some reward. But I’ll mark you down as someone who knew how to succeed and yet did nothing. I’ll remember you well. And, trust me, you’ll be happy to give up all your points in exchange for me forgetting you. The rest of you get nothing. Your fight wasn’t a fight—it was a squabble among baby girls who all wanted the same ribbon. There’s nothing in your behavior that merits a reward.” 
 
      
 
    The student formation gave a clear mutter of discontent. Dors cursed under his breath. 
 
      
 
    I could relate. The big guy had taken out quite a few dolls, and he expected to get something for each of them. As for me, I thought a point a dummy would be too generous. But one for every three or four, brought down with no help, would be just about fair.  
 
      
 
    I felt quite upset myself since I kind of hoped for more than just a lousy couple of points. Heck, I even managed to send a few of those souped-up third wave dummies packing, before going down myself, not to mention all of those I put out of commission earlier. 
 
      
 
    But at least I didn’t lose any points. And two was still better than nothing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Akhshot didn’t share my optimism. He was ranting and raving by the time we got back to our room, waking up Tsass and Paxus. The exercise was over so quickly that the night was still relatively young, and our roommates that had opted out of the test were sound asleep. 
 
      
 
    But it never even occurred to Akhshot that he was plain out rude, launching into that vitriolic diatribe against the school’s every master. He must have been really peeved about receiving no points at all. 
 
      
 
    Tsass was staring at our swearing roommate in silence, but Paxus just couldn’t keep his mouth shut. 
 
      
 
    “What was that about, Akhshot? They’ve beaten you up and forgot to give you any points? That kind of thing happens here all the time. Just let it slide” 
 
    “I’d rather let something heavy slide on your stupid head, funny guy! Why didn’t you go yourself? Or did you know it was going to end this way?” 
 
    “I didn’t know for sure, but I had a hunch,” Paxus yawned. “That’s how they do things every year. The actual challenge may change, but everything remains essentially the same. First they have to demonstrate to us that we’re good for nothing. I think they call it the “explanation stage”. It’s only sticks at this point, no carrots. They don’t even let you go out on the town. So there’s no point in even trying. Whatever you do, it’s not going to be any different.” 
 
    “And what will happen then?” Tsass asked, still not quite awake. 
 
    “We’ll have to accept it, stop making a fuss, argue, or try to prove anything. That’s the acceptance stage. So don’t expect any bonuses before then. But in the meanwhile, demerits will be easy to come by.” 
 
    “How do you know all that?” Tsass asked again. 
 
    “You mean you didn’t?” Paxus sounded surprised. “You didn’t volunteer to get roughed up, so I thought you knew what to expect.” 
 
    “I’ve heard a few things, but I didn’t know about those stages and such. All they told me was not to expect anything good at the beginning, so they said it would be perfectly fine to skip a test unless it was mandatory. And I don’t like fighting anyway. So how did you find out about the stages?” 
 
    “I know a lot of useful things,” Paxus told him with a wink. “I find common ground with people easily, and sometimes those people are really useful. Have you seen that sentry in a plumed helmet? He was in charge of the guards on duty there today. His name is Botts, and he’s a bit of a chatterbox. I told him a few things, and he told me a few in return. He’s a sound guy. Gave me a good account of what to expect from the local brothels and which ones are the best.” 
 
    “So, what happens after the acceptance stage?” I asked, fearing that Paxus would return to his favorite topic and tell us nothing of any use. 
 
    “That’s when they begin handing out the bonuses,” my roommate replied eagerly. “They start with little things, and then it gets bigger and better. Those who haven’t screwed up too badly will be allowed some liberty in the city, and that’s the most important thing we need to know. Once we’re outside the gate, I’ll show you something so special you won’t believe your eyes. We won’t want for anything if we stick together.” 
 
    “And after that we’ll have some serious training and real challenges,” Ogron grunted. 
 
    “You mean they’ll let us into the Hidden City?” I put out the feeler I had been preparing for nearly two years. 
 
      
 
    Ogron stopped making his bed, turned around, and gave me a funny look. 
 
      
 
    “Chuck, I get the impression you’re really interested in the Labyrinth. Do you really want to get in there that badly?” 
 
      
 
    I returned his gaze without blinking and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I do. But I want a lot of things. I need to get everything I can from this school. All the opportunities I won’t get anywhere else. So I need absolutely everything.” 
 
    “And especially the Hidden City, right?” Ogron asked. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t nod this time. I shook my head instead. 
 
      
 
    “Wrong question to ask. I’m telling you once again: I want everything I can get here.” 
 
      
 
    Ogron gave a light chuckle as he kept scrutinizing me. 
 
      
 
    Damn! Somehow my roommate must have guessed that the Hidden City was of more interest to me than anything else. On the other hand, there was nothing surprising about it. Anyone with a brain would figure it out sooner or later. Indeed, the Hidden City was the very place I had been so keen on getting into for almost two years now. Basically, my great plan started to take shape when I realized that the Hidden City might contain the key to most of the problems I had, if not all of them. 
 
      
 
    Who was I now, a little over two years past what amounted to an “awakening?” What did I become? An underage aristocrat with no living kin left, someone on the run from unidentified but clearly powerful enemies? You could say that, but you’d also have to admit I was no cornered animal. I had enough treasure stashed away to buy a quarter of the entire North, or a substantial part of Rava. 
 
      
 
    Sure thing, I had a lot of potential, but who would let me run free? By and large, this world was already divvied up by its movers and shakers, so any serious ownership change would require brute force rather than money alone. 
 
      
 
    And what force did I have by my side other than my personal drive? A few assistants, perhaps, of whom I could trust but a handful, and who were basically good for nothing without me. Even hiring a force of mercenaries would be problematic. Few would risk casting their lot with a completely anonymous player. Who knew what problems such a person might have? And no one, but no one wanted anyone else’s problems. Problems included enemies, and enemies could be really formidable. No one wanted to be a grain of sand caught between the millstones of serious forces. Therefore, a nobody could have all the money in the world and still fail to build a decent team without a respectable name or any connections. 
 
      
 
    As for my personal abilities, they might be worth something on the outskirts of the world, but not where serious mainstream interests clashed. Not to mention that those stats alone were still quite underwhelming. They were an important part of the total required, but not the entire total by far. Great Master Tao was right when he said no one could handle such a task quickly. I might well have been unique, but not unique enough to surpass everybody else. 
 
      
 
    And to add insult to injury, not even the numbers added up all that well. Even during my last days in Clonassis, I noticed that the development of my talents began slowing down. Based on my earlier experience, I hoped to keep growing them easily, a dozen a night, and then, when I felt spent and exhausted every time I upped a talent by a lousy single point, I would feed myself the easy tale of how I simply needed to fully recuperate from wounds and extreme strain. After all, didn’t I have to do a lot of work and a lot of fighting at the Primordial Temple, blah, blah, blah? Yeah, right.  
 
      
 
    And it only went downhill from there. I nearly lost my boat back on one of the islands as I passed out while working on my talents. Soon enough, I realized it all too well that if I tried to accomplish additional progress by blunt force, neglecting pain, the consequences could be direr than just feeling drained. There was a chance that my second life might end there and then too. 
 
      
 
    Basically, what I had going for me at the moment was a cool set of attributes with powerful embodiments and a collection of random talents, just a few of which were really neat, while many others still had a long way to go. Sure, I would most likely be able to handle anyone my age or slightly older in a one-on-one battle, and possibly, more than just one opponent at a time. But what would I do if I ran into someone really strong? This wasn’t the Earth, after all, and ORDER could give you a whole lot of nifty abilities, including a really long life. 
 
      
 
    In my own case, I had only been fully alive for a little over two years. During that time, I spared no effort developing everything I could and getting as much practical knowledge as possible, in a hasty and haphazard manner. Some of that knowledge was really useful—in particular, that received from the Great Master. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, I hadn’t studied with him long enough, although what I did manage to accomplish was still very substantial. Most candidates who came to him in search of training were given something else entirely—the boot, delivered in the most humiliating manner imaginable. I, on the other hand, managed to spend quite some time learning from Tao, receiving knowledge I didn’t even know existed. Nor did most of the rest of Rock’s population, for that matter. 
 
      
 
    That may have sounded impressive, but what did it really mean? What would happen if I had to face an enemy who had been training for a hundred years? The fact that they wouldn’t have been able to get as much loot as a zero wasn’t worth much in a world with such a rigid hierarchy. A serious clan could have hundreds, if not thousands of elite fighters, and many more fiercely loyal shudras. Their numbers could reach half a million in a relatively minor part of the empire. 
 
      
 
    And not all shudras by far were badly exploited peasants whose only job was to produce as much rice and other produce as they could, leaving next to nothing for themselves. Many shudras had more important responsibilities. Some of them were low to midlevel managers, while others specialized in satisfying specific needs of a very narrow group of the family’s most privileged heavyweights. The fact that none of those essential workers was remotely my equal meant nothing. Their sheer numbers allowed them to bring in a substantial amount of valuable resources. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, in a worst-case scenario, my opponent would only be my inferior inasmuch as the attributes of the first ten Degrees of Enlightenment or so were concerned (as well as their embodiments, obviously). They’d be able to catch up and get way ahead of me before too long. And if they lived long enough, towards the end, I would look like a complete fledgling next to such a seasoned and experienced falcon. 
 
      
 
    And it wouldn’t even take the best part of a century or anything. Thirty well-spent years would be more than enough for anyone coming from an influential family. And the most serious characters could, in theory, even endow someone of my age with similar attributes. Suffice it to say that some of the loot I got from the Necros Lair would allow anyone to get any talent they liked. Obviously, you couldn’t just go out and buy items like that, but who said you could only get stuff on the town square on Sundays? Serious clans had access to an entirely different segment of the market that mere mortals did not even know about. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, at the moment, I was not unlike a thick textbook with lots of tables, except no one could be sure the numbers in them were correct, given the various mysterious factors affecting my talents. And that was far from all. The enemy who was my equal in theory might turn out to be a far cry from equal in reality. Numbers alone failed to tell the story of how well-chosen or well-balanced someone’s set of talents was, and there was definitely a better way to go here than just by blind chance. Me, I couldn’t be picky, so I simply grabbed whatever I could. Others who benefitted from much more favorable circumstances could afford to hunt for specific things they needed, which would then mesh together in a way that made the most sense. High parameters made it much easier for me to train with Master Tao, but I still couldn’t catapult myself to the top at the speed of sound. I didn’t even have an approximate estimate of how long it would take me to learn the energy science thoroughly instead of working with bits and pieces of it every now and then. I might still prove altogether unable to master it on my own and have to return to the round house in the wasteland. Fortunately, I knew the Great Master wouldn’t mind. After all, we had parted on excellent terms, and he considered himself to be in my debt. 
 
      
 
    So what it boiled down to was that I didn’t have any external forces on my side, and my personal abilities were a conflicting story at best. Oh, and to put that cherry on the top, I had unidentified enemies with an enormous amount of clout and resources. They had been searching for me diligently for the last two and a half years, and not just all over the North, but all across Rava as well. And that was just what I knew. I didn’t have a chance yet to ask around elsewhere in Rock. 
 
      
 
    For enemies with such powers I was still nothing but a flea and would remain one for years to come—provided, that is, that I somehow managed to survive that long. They might find me any moment and send a squad of assassins after me. 
 
      
 
    The school offered an excellent opportunity to get rid of unwelcome guests for a whole year. It was under the Emperor’s patronage; therefore, student security was guaranteed at the highest level, which accounted for a lot in itself. That said, when I was contemplating getting into the Steel Palace, a brief spell of relative safety that I could count on here was the furthest thing from my mind. The real reason I was obsessed with the idea was that the school provided the only real opportunity to get access to the Hidden City where I might be able to come by two indispensable things. 
 
      
 
    One was easy and available to anyone enterprising enough with access to what lay behind the forbidden gate: Element attributes and corresponding talents. That was the very set I had been trying to get hold of in the North for so long—and failed spectacularly. It was a pity I couldn’t acquire those while still a zero, but late was better than never. Even at minimum levels those abilities would make me stronger and endow me with new powers. 
 
      
 
    Elements were really useful, and the Hidden City gave you access to a wide variety of the best they had to offer. According to reliable sources, some managed to get full sets of Elemental attributes there as well as powerful defensive talents (the Element wielders’ famous shields). And there was a plethora of other useful things you could get there. 
 
      
 
    At the twenty-first Degree of Enlightenment, even my ultra-high Measure of Order worked rather irregularly, and the gap between my enemies and myself wasn’t the same as earlier, which also affected the drops. I was getting substantially less loot than I did at the seventh degree, not to mention back when I was still a zero. Still, I was pretty certain that what I had was more than enough to gather an impressive elemental collection quickly and securely. I’d stuff my pockets as soon as I was allowed through the gate. 
 
      
 
    But getting Element attributes was just a useful bonus. My first priority in the Hidden City was different. And what exactly was that, you might ask? Well, it was simple. I needed a force behind me and power inside of me. Forming an efficient team would be very difficult under the current circumstances. As to personal power, I had a very unorthodox option in mind. Although verging on the fantastic, it was still based on a fairly realistic premise—realistic enough to set my Grand Plan in motion. If successful, it would put me on an equal footing with all of this world’s movers and shakers, and most, if not all of them, would look at me with great envy. 
 
      
 
    To put it in plain language, there was a specific power that could be waiting for me in the Hidden City. It would be quite unique and most likely unavailable to anyone in this world at the moment. But in all fairness, I had no guarantees that would in fact be the case, and I was not merely chasing a phantom. Still, not checking it out would amount to criminal negligence. 
 
      
 
    Even in the worst-case scenario, I’d still be able to add Element attributes to my already extensive collection. Though remaining the same kind of pawn with the same kind of problems, I’d get a great deal stronger, which would come in handy if I had to deal with less powerful enemies. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, if the plan worked as expected, I’d become a queen on this chessboard without even having to cross all of it. It would only take a move or two. 
 
      
 
    The entire game would be played by my rules then.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 9 
 
    The Elite’s Daily Grind 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The explanation stage turned out a lot less formidable than our first test may have suggested. Yes, they were running us hard through all kinds of drills and telling us in no uncertain terms that all the training and knowledge we had acquired earlier from our family teachers and other sources was ridiculous and useless. But this wasn’t done with malice or in any excessive manner. Yes, there were some cracked skulls and similar unpleasant injuries, but no one skimped on medicine here, and the healers would deal even with the most serious of cases, making those unlucky students fit for further training again in no time. The catch here was that the medics had to get to the injured without delay, which was not really much of a catch since they always did. The chances of getting a fatal injury were slim. With things under such tight control, it seemed dying here would take some effort and a lot of bad luck. 
 
      
 
    That stood to reason: no one would want their child to die in what amounted to one of the safest places in the Empire. Aristocrats had a fairly resigned attitude towards death, but they were still not ready to lose their young when there were no battles to be fought. To that end, the school was under strict orders to keep us under constant watch while we were within its walls, to make sure no one got any really serious injuries. 
 
      
 
    The Hidden City and other such places were different though. Going there was the personal choice of anyone allowed access. You couldn’t get there unless you really wanted to. Nobody was just sending you down under orders as part of the regular curriculum. You were a volunteer, through and through. 
 
      
 
    Of course, we were still getting injured regularly even during routine training, but none of it was unbearable. In my case, for example, most of the damage was psychological rather than physical. This part of the course was organized in such a way that you inevitably lost points, no matter what you did. The two points I miraculously received after the first test were gone the very next day. 
 
      
 
    And I was no idiot and no weakling. My mother had pumped enough knowledge into my head, and I had always had a good memory and capacity for analytical thought. Not a great genius, to be sure, I wasn’t a cocky young fool, either. There was no Internet here. My own grey matter was all I could rely on, and so far I had no reason to complain about its efficiency. 
 
      
 
    However, the masters had somehow figured out the limits of my erudition and soon enough began hitting me where it hurt. One could never know everything, and they used that fact to their advantage. 
 
      
 
    But they really had a field day when we had to demonstrate our physical abilities. Everybody felt miserable then. Even the world’s best champions wouldn’t have a chance here as those slave drivers never failed to find an impossible task for everyone. The entire training process was organized in a way that would make our incompetence painfully obvious to everyone. 
 
      
 
    To cite but one example, there was that one time when all students from my dorm were taken to one of the school’s numerous training grounds and ordered to stand on our hands until the last drop of sand fell from the upper part of an hourglass to the bottom. How long could a regular person maintain that position, with their head down? To begin with, it took quite some training to be able to do it at all, but let us assume we are talking proficient athletes. I’d say two minutes tops, unless they are true professionals with special training. Even ORDER couldn’t keep one’s muscles properly toned forever, and the human vestibular system had its limits too.  
 
      
 
    But all right, let’s go a step further and assume we have us a rare, universally admired super champion fella who made standing on his head his life’s work. How long would he last upside down? Ten minutes? Fifteen? Half an hour? 
 
      
 
    It was impossible to say, really. Hey, I didn’t even know what the answer would be in my own case, let alone anyone else. The challenge was unexpected, but not particularly surprising. We had been given quite a few other monotonous, soul-crushing assignments, which invariably ended the same way, proving it beyond any reasonable doubt that we were nowhere nearly as tough as we thought we were. If some of us failed to realize as much during a training session, the masters would remember to abuse everyone verbally by the end of it. They used the simplest and most convincing methods to break the stereotypes that noble youngsters had been accustomed to. We may well have been all born into the high society, but we were nowhere near meeting the standards it measured itself against. 
 
      
 
    The handstand test was off to a promising start. Having assumed the position, I noted, much to my joy, that my muscles and inner ear shrugged the exercise off, showing no signs they may ever want to quit. Then ten minutes passed and something unpleasant began happening where I least expected it. It was my legs. As blood flowed down and away from them, they gradually became numb and unwieldy, as if made of wood. I had to start wiggling a little to make them less stiff. It did help, but only a little bit. 
 
      
 
    And besides, the blood from my legs didn’t have anywhere to go but down, towards my head. The sensation was still bearable, but nowhere near pleasant. Regardless, up until that point, all of that had been but a minor discomfort, which failed to affect my actual ability to support myself with my upper limbs. I was beginning to think I could spend all eternity like that and almost felt disappointed as I watched the sand trickle down towards the lower half of the big hourglass. It was clearly going to be too easy a test to merit any additional points, especially considering how stingy the masters were with those. 
 
      
 
    However, that feeling of elation was quickly replaced with something totally different. Uh-oh! The sand did not run out; it simply stopped running. Something must have blocked the passage, essentially freezing time, but the master running the exercise, judging by how unperturbed he looked, didn’t find that new development the least bit extraordinary. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t the only sharp eye around, as it turned out. Paxus, allergic as he was to any form of physical exertion, was quick to complain. 
 
      
 
    “Master, the hourglass is broken.” 
 
    “You’ve been told to stand like that until the last grain of sand falls. Make sure you keep your mouth shut while you’re at it, or you’ll lose points.” 
 
      
 
    The situation was taking a fairly unpleasant turn. The first ones to give up would invariably lose points, and whether those who still remained standing would get rewarded or not remained to be seen. I was of the opinion they wouldn’t. Even considering that the test had unexpectedly become harder, it was still something fairly minor. They did not give you any rewards for things like that around here. Therefore, I was full of resolve to hold on for as long as I could. What could stop me, after all? I had training and decent parameters. 
 
      
 
    I was very naïve too. 
 
      
 
    The very structure of the human body had let me down. Unpleasant feelings intensified and multiplied. Besides, I suddenly remembered that people left to hang upside down for too long eventually died. I wasn’t sure how exactly that happened, although it could be that one’s innards started to move down and squash one’s lungs, resulting in asphyxia, and if one had a preexisting cardiovascular condition, death would come much earlier. Death by gravity, it seemed, would be as inevitable as gravity itself. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the challenge no longer seemed all that simple, so, perhaps, those who made it all the way through would get rewarded after all. But I was no longer concerned with rewards. Thinking as such became really hard by that point. The blood that had filled my brain made the vessels dilate unnaturally and there was painful pressure on my eyes that felt as though they’d pop out of their sockets any moment. There was a noise in my ears that eventually became a stomach-churning roar. I could no longer feel my legs, and my arms didn’t feel much better, even though the muscles there didn’t suffer from any lack of oxygen. There were other sensations too, all of them unpleasant. People weren’t meant to spend long periods of time upside down, and so I was getting a very good taste of what happened to those who had the temerity—or the ultimate misfortune—to do so. 
 
      
 
    I was one of the last to go down, with just two others left standing when I fell. I could have lasted a little bit longer, to be sure, but all I cared about at that point was not giving up before Dors. Once he went down, I knew it was time for me to follow suit. That arrogant snob irritated me to no end, and I felt it my moral duty to show him that he wasn’t any better than the others. All the other considerations quickly became immaterial under the new circumstances. 
 
      
 
    My “third place” didn’t mean anything to the master. He waited for the last student to fall, and then flicked the hourglass with his finger, making the sand run again. Once it all ran through, our torturer declared that not a single one of us had managed to perform a laughably simple task. 
 
      
 
    Everybody ended up getting a demerit, including the “winner”—a short and broad-shouldered lad with the arms of a bodybuilder and spindly, crooked legs. Attractive that kind of physique wasn’t, but it was just what one needed for such a test. 
 
      
 
    And yet it didn’t save him. 
 
      
 
    Everything was against us here. Nothing we did could stop the gradual loss of points. I found that really upsetting.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Apart from physical exercise and dodgy tests that I was paranoid enough to suspect of having been designed to discover our hidden abilities, we had plenty of classroom instruction in a variety of “bookish subjects,” such as history, geography, rhetoric, foreign languages, philosophy, medicine, and other things, including subjects as alien to me as dancing and music. Aristocrats were supposed to know a lot in order to demonstrate their superiority to the commoners not only in terms of physical prowess, but also where their manners and overall scholarship were concerned. 
 
      
 
    To consolidate the material we were taught and expand upon it, we had library hours, apart from lectures and tests. As that very name implied, this included visiting the library and staying there for a while. We could unofficially use this time any way we liked, as long as it didn’t involve causing property damage, breaking the rules, or doing anything else that might draw the masters’ ire. The worst offense here would be breaking the strictly-enforced prohibition against leaving the premises and then getting caught outside. 
 
      
 
    Most students treated their studies seriously and were reluctant to see themselves booted from school before finishing the course, so they tended to use the library for what libraries are designed for—reading books. More scatterbrained individuals were horsing around in a variety of creative ways pretending to be studying. The most talented of them even managed to take naps, which looked every bit as dignified and impressive as actual reading and imitated a rigorous brain activity. 
 
      
 
    For the most part, I actually did read. But today, as it often happened, I was studiously ignoring the assigned treatise on rhetoric, even though the master supervising us at the library taught that very subject. I was interested in other books. The school library wasn’t merely extensive; it left me completely flabbergasted when I saw it first and realized what a treasure trove it was. Among other things, I found a few works there that I had been looking for in vain for two years and spent the kind of money on that search alone that would be sufficient for filling several shelves with rare manuscripts instead. 
 
      
 
    But that was only the tip of the iceberg. I hadn’t even heard about some of the books that I stumbled upon there, and if I had, I would have given a fortune for them without any regrets. One thing this place lacked though was a decent index. The poor excuse for one that they had looked ridiculous, and trying to use it to find a volume on a topic that interested you was an exercise in futility. 
 
      
 
    In all fairness though, there was an entire team of library assistants there—“living indexes,” if you will. However, it would be difficult for me to rely on their expertise at the moment, seeing how my asking questions about things unrelated to the rhetoric curriculum would likely be reported to the higher-ups, and I might lose points for blatantly disregarding the assignment given. But overall, things were simple enough here. You could doze off in a corner, but you weren’t allowed to snore. For as long as you appeared to follow the master’s orders and didn’t get caught doing something else, you were fine. 
 
      
 
    Finding books of interest almost blindly wasn’t a simple task, but I did get lucky on occasion. Right now, I was greedily poring over the notes of a highly-motivated linguist who had attempted to recreate some of the more obscure languages of antiquity about a thousand years earlier. I couldn’t say that the topic itself was of enormous importance to me, but such esoteric matters often contained extremely valuable kernels of knowledge overlooked by less meticulous researchers, which, therefore, remained unknown to the majority of readers. And I needed some of those badly enough. 
 
      
 
    All the students from our dorm attended the library hour. The school had been trying to instill the spirit of camaraderie among us on every level, so, naturally, my roommates and I somehow wound up always sharing the same table. We weren’t explicitly forbidden from sitting anywhere we liked, but no one tried to break the order that the masters had imposed in such a subtle manner. 
 
      
 
    The very fact that they chose to be so unobtrusive here was remarkable since the masters would normally impart their wisdom and impose their will in no uncertain terms. I didn’t give their possible reasons a second thought. Hey, I could even be wrong, but even assuming I wasn’t, that they decided not to emphasize the fact that they encouraged bonding and team spirit was their business. 
 
      
 
    What I was interested in now had nothing to do with the masters’ ulterior motives. The focus of my attention at the moment was sketches of some almost forgotten symbols chiseled on a basalt stele that some ancient researchers had somehow managed to recover from the ocean floor somewhere and copied to include in their treatise. 
 
      
 
    Paxus finally got tired of dozing and pretending to be engrossed in our incredibly tedious volume on rhetoric. 
 
      
 
    “Say, guys… Did any of you ever find any books with pictures?” 
 
    “There are lots of books with pictures here,” said Ogron, as unflappable as ever, without lifting his eyes from a book where the pros and cons of swords used in various combat traditions of the North were analyzed. His thirst for knowledge was commendable, but it would do him good to stay away from the supervising master’s transient gaze, seeing how we were supposed to be reading that godawful rhetoric book at the moment. That applied to me as well. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not talking about knives, if you know what I mean,” Paxus winked. 
 
    “I’ve seen books with naked women here,” Tsass said in a timid voice, blushing. 
 
    “Where?!” Paxus nearly leaped into the air, together with his heavy stool made of solid blocks of wood. 
 
    “The book was sitting on one of the tables here. Perhaps, someone from a different class left it behind.” Tsass said. “When we walked in, I saw one of the library assistants collecting books that were never put back on the shelves by whoever was here before us. I just caught a glimpse of that picture in passing since the book was still open.” 
 
    “The title! What was it called?!” 
 
    “I haven’t seen the cover, so I wouldn’t know. It could be a medical atlas or some work on female anatomy. Or an illustration to some ancient myths.” 
 
    “Chaos take me! I’ve got to see it! And who was here before us?” 
 
      
 
    Tsass shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “How would I know? They were all gone when we arrived. 
 
    “Duh! A lot of help you are!” 
 
    “Girls from the second dorm were here before us,” Akhshot gave a reluctant grunt. 
 
      
 
    It must have been his hundredth run-in with Paxus today, but he didn’t look too ticked. He had gotten used to the blabbermouth’s antics, and, oddly enough, was reading his book with genuine interest, obviously trying to get a grasp of the subject. Though a great deal more diligent of late, he had been behind on points and had no intention of getting booted, despite all his grandstanding. 
 
      
 
    Paxus’s jaw almost dropped to the floor. 
 
      
 
    “What? How? Our girls get to look at that kind of pictures? Those sneaks!” 
 
    “It might not be what you think,” Tsass replied. “They may have been studying medicine.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. Medicine schmedicine. I wish we had a class together soon. Then I could really…” 
 
    “I hear they are planning another dummy test soon,” Ogron interrupted. “So they’ll round up everyone, including the girls. Hope you enjoy yourself, Paxus.” 
 
    “Damn, may Necros take such tests to its sarcophagus,” Paxus winced. “Girls are made for love, not fighting bronze dummies. That’s wrong. And awkward. There’s no room for romance when you’re surrounded by metal warriors brandishing their maces. Only you and Chuck find that kind of thing entertaining. You’re total basket cases. You like it when they knock you on the noggins, don’t you?” 
 
    “You can’t evade the dummy test forever,” Tsass said dejectedly. “Chuck, do you know a way of holding on for longer? I’m not that good a fighter. And, as you can see, I’m simply not big enough yet.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “The only way I see is to join forces. The better organized we are, the longer we can hold out. A hundred lone fighters might fall to the second wave already, but a squadron of a hundred fighters will dispatch it easily. And that’s just what the masters want of us—to unite.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Ogron said with a nod. “It’s their common tactic.” 
 
    “But why do they want to unite us?” Tsass asked. 
 
    “Because that’s the plan. What do you think this school exists for in the first place?” 
 
    “Well… The Emperor gives the best of the empire’s youth access to the best knowledge and training the Empire has to offer out of his infinite kindness. He’s trying to make sure we all get stronger.” 
 
    “Great ORDER, what tripe you have in that head of yours instead of brains!” Paxus grinned. 
 
    “See, Tsass? Even the clown over there gets it, and you don’t. Get with the program,” Ogron gave Paxus an affectionate nod. “School is easy. Tell me, what do they punish us the hardest for?” 
 
    “For talking too much about yourself,” Tsass replied at once. “Especially if you start bragging about how strong and ancient your clan is or threaten to get your parents involved. I saw someone lose ten points over that at once, and I’ve never seen anyone get that much of a penalty before or after.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Ogron gave a light nod. “It’s school policy, and it’s enforced for a reason. We have students from all across the empire here. Different folks, all of them. There are commoners as well as nobles. Not any average commoners, of course, but the kind that outdo some nobles in certain ways. But, mainly, it’s old aristocracy, and some nobles belong to feuding clans. See where I’m getting at?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, no one wants a showdown between clans,” Tsass said. “And those who haven’t got a serious clan behind them will be bullied by idiots. No one wants that, either.” 
 
      
 
    Ogron shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not the reason. I mean, it is, but only a part of the reason. Rava’s big, and there are many clans. Some of them have been at odds for centuries, and ORDER itself couldn’t stop it. But if some outside force threatens Rava, we’ll need to cease all the internecine squabbles at once. That’ how it’s done. It’s a matter of survival for all of us. In case of a war, we must all act together. And ‘together’ doesn’t just mean that all our fighters will march into battle simultaneously. Chuck put it well in a few simple words: A hundred lone fighters will fail where a squadron of a hundred fighters will prevail. And it’s a damn hard task to organize all the clans into a single squadron. Even those who aren’t feuding openly often cannot stand the sight of each other. There are no connections between many families other than sideways glances thrown at each other. How would you expect an army like that to mount a coordinated effort? I believe the Emperor must have a number of methods, and our school is one of them.” 
 
    “I just don’t get you at all,” Tsass frowned. 
 
    “What is there to get? Look, they’ve gathered folks from all over, and they did it anonymously. Feuding isn’t just forbidden—it is impossible, unless you’re such a blabbermouth that you reveal everything about yourself to everyone. Since that kind of behavior is punished severely, and you don’t get too many complete idiots around, the majority still keeps their true identities secret. Or perhaps they’re only revealing bits and pieces to make sure everyone finds out who they really are, and yet they themselves still avoid punishment. I think all of us will eventually dispense with our respective covers, but we’ll do it slowly and in the meantime get used to the idea that there’s no good reason for us to go at each other’s throats. We have to rely on each other here. Some might not accept it, but most will.” 
 
    “That’s not particularly reassuring,” Tsass muttered. Indeed, he did not sound all that convinced. 
 
    “Well, why don’t you look at where we have been going, all of us, since we came here?” Ogron continued. “For example, we are constantly given tasks that require a concerted effort. We have to stick together whether we want it or not. Remember the first days? Akhshot was ready to snap Paxus’s neck any moment and kept bullying you. I am not saying Paxus or Akhshot have seen the error of their ways and become more likeable, but at least we don’t squabble as much any more or try fighting each other. And it’s not just us, we met our neighbors as well and got to know them. I know the names of everyone in our dorm, and I don’t mix them up. And mind you, the dorm has twelve rooms with five students in each. That’s a whole lot of people, and some of them have bad attitude dripping out of their ears and noses. Yet, we all manage to coexist somehow. So you see where this is going, don’t you?” 
 
    “We’ll graduate and go our separate ways, but we will have established a connection by then, or at least have memories of how we all pulled together,” Tsass said pensively. “But I’m not sure it’ll help much in case of a big war. How many students do we have here? And how many will there be in the Imperial Army? We’ll get lost there easily.” 
 
    “Well, we’re not the only class in this school,” Ogron winked. “And don’t forget that this school doesn’t just take anyone in. Every student represents a serious family. Therefore, they won’t be alone in case of a war. They’ll be in command of their clans’ armies, all the while staying true to the idea that they could forget about traditional Ravan squabbles in case of a serious threat and act together. School alone won’t keep Rava united, of course, but, as I’ve said, it’s just one of the methods used by the Emperor. And seeing how it has remained in use for so many centuries, it must be working. Besides, they try hard to make it more efficient with every new year. Everybody knows that the tests and the curriculum change all the time, and something new is always being added.” 
 
      
 
    The Master of Rhetoric silently stepped out from behind the shelves, taking a dispassionate look at the tables. 
 
      
 
    “An urgent joint class has been announced.” His trained voice sounded very much like a local version of the public address system. “Everybody proceed to Court Six next to the second entrance to the underground complex. And, Paxus, don’t forget to take a point off your total when you return.” 
 
      
 
    The funny guy stayed silent, even though he was usually ready to hit the ground running, or rather bickering, asking why he’d been singled out. After all, he’d become a real world champion of disguise, covering up his naps at the library, and extracurricular interests, and what not. And it wasn’t that he was so concerned about losing a point here or there. He just couldn’t keep his mouth shut. Except now he did, and I was not at all surprised. 
 
      
 
    A joint class would be attended by all of the school’s students, including the girls who lived in separate dorms. That was just about the only thing they had in the way of a coed culture here, and Paxus could never waste an opportunity to check out the girls. For something like that, he would even attend those hateful mock fighting sessions, albeit grudgingly and bitching and moaning all along. Those were rare occasions anyway, and he valued them. 
 
      
 
    I wondered what it was about this time. But one thing was clear: this was a mandatory event. There was no wiggling out of it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I never saw the complete layout of the dungeon underneath the school, but I could still tell they took us to a place I had never been to before. It sat just as deep down as the arena, and the corridor leading to our destination must have also been built a long time before Rava was founded. The ancients did a great job there, leaving their descendants a rich legacy. Many things were still working or had been restored, and the school made active use of them in its training program. 
 
      
 
    So what was this place in the ancient days? Some kind of a battle mage university? Or a training facility for fierce warriors? 
 
      
 
    No one had a clue. 
 
      
 
    I saw Master Byogg meeting us at the entrance and my mood plummeted. Even Paxus, the inexorable optimist who had been grinning all the way down, clearly delighted to see the girls, nearly broke his jaw as a grimace contorted his face. 
 
      
 
    The battle master had earned a reputation among us as the most furious demon in Rock, and it didn’t take him long to achieve that. Even the stern master in charge of our dorm could not compare, although the two of them were actually brothers. Most of our demerits came from him, and he was also responsible for all the bruises, scrapes, broken bones, and other injuries we suffered. Add to that the never-ending flow of verbal abuse and nitpicking, and you get the picture. The mere sight of us seemed to ire the man. Some might look that way at, oh, I don’t know, a heaping pile of manure or some lowlife scum taking candy from babies. So yes, a real ray of sunshine that one was. 
 
      
 
    Come to think of it, no one could say a single nice thing about this master. Not one. What we did know though was that every time we saw Byogg, that meant trouble. The man was plain out toxic. A porcupine bristling with quills. 
 
      
 
    Once the last group of students arrived and formed a line along the wall of the enormous underground chamber, Byogg waved his hand. I didn’t know who he was signaling, but the outcome was as immediate as it was hard to miss. The gigantic rock behind him lurched and began rising, slowly opening a passage to another similarly sized chamber. 
 
      
 
    A collective sigh echoed through the air as hundreds of students responded as one to the unhappy sight in front of them. 
 
      
 
    The new chamber was narrow and seemingly endless—so much so anyway that its far end was lost in the darkness. A powerful chemical lighting fixture by the entrance was nowhere near strong enough to illuminate the place in its entirety, and besides, it interfered with one’s night vision. 
 
      
 
    But it wasn’t the darkness that we found so discouraging. It was hundreds of fighting dummies filling the dungeon in a seemingly random order. Those of us who had had a chance to make their acquaintance earlier barely managed to stifle a sigh of disgust and dismay.  
 
      
 
    A warrior dummy was an unpleasant thing indeed. To be sure, it was not much of an opponent in a one-on-one fight, and even such a sorry excuse for a clan warrior as Tsass could probably deal with it without overexerting himself. Problems began when those aggressive dolls came at you in numbers, but so far, from what we could see, there were fewer of them here than in the second wave, during the original exercise. And we somehow handled them all back then, albeit with horrendous losses. 
 
      
 
    So why was everybody so disheartened now? 
 
      
 
    Well, those were all different dummies, very much so. And not in a good way. 
 
      
 
    First, there was the matter of size. Each mannequin was about eight feet high, if my estimate was correct here. In this world, the locals considered anyone above six foot tall a real giant, so the metal dolls would be almost half again as tall. And their wide shoulders looked even more formidable. The fighter dummies seemed to be out of proportion in an almost cartoonish fashion, and appeared tremendously strong. 
 
      
 
    To top it all off, they didn’t come empty-handed, either. Each dummy held a large, flat metal bat in each hand, and they were long and wide. Thirty pounds, easy. Not your regulation cricket or baseball bats anyway. Even a warrior with high Strength and mammoth Stamina wouldn’t be able to swing those for long. A human warrior, that is. 
 
      
 
    But there was no doubt in my mind the iron dudes liked them just fine. In their monster hands, the hefty pieces looked no heavier than a rolled-up newspaper one might use to swat flies on a hot summer day. And I would bet the buggers would have no problem swatting.  
 
      
 
    Master Byogg, as always, stayed true to himself. A very, very kind man indeed… 
 
      
 
    But I would be an inexcusable alarmist if I didn’t mention that, on closer inspection, not everything looked so hopeless. About the dummies, that is, not the master who was in fact way beyond redemption. Anyway, the dolls all seemed to have a significant flaw—lying below the waist, if you could pardon my French. Above the centerline, it was an abandon hope all ye who enter here affair, but below… Well, there wasn’t much to write home about down below, since the torsos seemed to be rising right out of the solid metal floor. The dolls had no legs—not even stumps thereof. It looked as though they had originally been over fifteen feet tall, and then had their lower parts hacked off at the waist, the remaining tops left scattered randomly where they stood, in all their newly acquired circumcised glory. 
 
      
 
    None of that made the task at hand any easier, though. If we were sent to fight them (which was almost a given), their lack of lower limbs wouldn’t always work in our favor. I suspected that the sawed-off giants would be incredibly dangerous without feet too. If the difference in size, as compared to the dummies we were already familiar with, translated into strength as well, we had a good reason to start running scared. I wasn’t sure all my training and high parameters would protect me from a whack with one of those bats. And it wasn’t just the matter of getting knocked off your feet. A head blow, accidental as it might be, would be lights out there and then. God only knew what kind of numbers one needed to survive something like that. Those ancient “terminators” could beat the best of us to a pulp with those flat bats. 
 
      
 
    So what were we to do? Disarming the dolls would be just as hard as tearing a bucket off an excavator that moved about a hundred times faster than the familiar construction machines from Earth. But even if we managed that, what could we possibly do next? A primitive club weighing around thirty pounds wasn’t the kind of weapon I’d choose against such an opponent. 
 
      
 
    What, then, would I choose? 
 
      
 
    Ideally, nothing. These dummies would best of all be left alone, and if a conflict was inevitable, I’d need a large-caliber catapult of the sort that could make a hole in a castle wall, best of all with alchemical projectiles, since regular boulders would take forever and could prove inefficient. I didn’t know how thick the metal was, or whether the dummies had any other protections, but my gut feeling was telling me things were really serious this time. 
 
      
 
    Byogg was kind enough today to let us enjoy the glorious sight for a good while, and then started talking, the tone of his voice snarly enough to make vicious dogs die of envy. 
 
      
 
    “As I can see, you have appreciated the new dummies. They’re dummies, not warrior dummies this time, but terminology is not important. Even we, masters, mix it up all the time. Of course, they’re not really new; they’re as ancient as the ones you have already fought. I am merely referring to the fact that we are letting students face these dummies for the first time ever, so don’t even try to think of what your relatives might have told you. They never had to face anything of the kind. Our craftsmen and alchemists have done a great job, but they did not manage to restore full functionality here. Anyhow, I didn’t look into details here all that much, so perhaps there was nothing to restore to begin with, and this place is just the way it was designed in the days when people could create moving metallic automatons. I will tell you no more about them, since these details are inconsequential, to me as well as you. The three things you need to remember are as follows: you need to get across to the other end of the chamber, you shouldn’t take off your protective equipment, and anyone who gets knocked down is free to do whatever they want. You can just stay down or crawl in any direction you like. These dummies can hit fallen students too, but you’ll run a much lower risk of getting hit than those who crawl, let alone those trying to get up. However, they’ll sweep you out eventually, like the garbage you are. Those who manage to make it across might get rewarded. The rest will most likely regret having been so inept. And now, let the games begin.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 10 
 
    Living Drums 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Bang!!! Bang!!! 
 
    The sound of metal hitting metal made me jerk as it brought some very unpleasant memories with it. However, this time I got lucky and stayed on my feet. The two neighbors to my left and right disappeared in the blink of an eye as if a hurricane had blown them away. Both were unlucky enough to get in the way of the dummies’ simple but strong swings. 
 
      
 
    I initially assumed that their weapons weighed about thirty pounds. Now I was wondering whether it might really be double that, or perhaps even triple. Anything lighter wouldn’t have been able to knock down a human weighing around three hundred pounds, after all. And hardly any of us weighed less than that at the moment. 
 
      
 
    And it was not like I had gained much extra weight over the previous couple of hours. On the contrary, I may have lost some, what with all the calorie burning and sweating as we fought our way past the dummies. The trick was in the protective gear the master mentioned in his pep talk, which resembled an early deep diving suit—a kind of a thick metal barrel with bulky tubular arm and leg appendages and squeaky rotating joints.  
 
      
 
    The suit did provide rock solid protection. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if it easily stopped a rifle bullet, let alone the local melee weapons. Your typical fighter would drop with exhaustion before he could hope to do any serious damage to the lucky sod inside the barrel.  
 
      
 
    The sawn-off dolls didn’t do much better, either. Their wide and quick swings only stunned us, the effect here being not unlike that of sticking your head inside a massive ringing bel. It wasn’t lethal, but unpleasant all the same. However, staying on your feet after a strike like that was a lot harder, if not outright impossible, even for big guys like Akhshot. Once hit, you’d find yourself on the floor, sliding a few feet along its smooth metal surface. 
 
      
 
    That was another nasty thing about the hall. The suits had flat, smooth soles, so plain walking on the similarly polished floor without falling every other step would be difficult. And we had those godawful dummies to contend with. 
 
      
 
    Which made the undertaking altogether impossible. Their arms moved nonstop, swinging and whacking. It was like facing an army of mini-windmills, except these ones here were much smarter, with every blade moving autonomously and with total lack of predictability. Just about the only thing our inanimate foes’ tactic had in common was that they almost invariably struck forward. They also seemed to like hitting low, as if trying to sweep the “trash” off the floor, to borrow a tactful reference from Master Byogg. 
 
      
 
    All of us trying to find our way across qualified as trash. A few steps, and—wham!—down you went. Getting up after that was no small matter since the suit felt like it weighed a ton, especially after you had been at it for a while. But we were all young, and we were alphas. We managed. The real problem was that you couldn’t bend or wiggle in those suits, which complicated things enormously. We didn’t just turn into turtles. We became teenage mutant handicapped turtles. We could hardly move, we couldn’t hit back, and the pounding in our heads made coherent thinking increasingly difficult. That was the price one paid for protection from serious injury. Once you were down, you couldn’t bounce back quickly, nor would they let you even if you could. After watching your struggles for a few seconds, one of the nearest dummies would apparently get bored and whack you again, sending you a few feet back towards the starting point. And the chamber’s slippery floor, which may well have been oiled to facilitate sliding, made the job so much easier for the dummies. 
 
      
 
    And on, and on it went, with everyone inevitably surrendering ground they fought so hard to gain and finding themselves back on the rocky edge that encircled the improvised skating ring. Once you were there, you were safe, and no one even made you have another go at it. So it was no surprise that soon enough there were precious few volunteers remaining. No one fancied the role of a live drum or gong pummeled with such enormous force. We all needed a break. 
 
      
 
    We also kept wondering what the point of the exercise was, and the more we thought about it, the worse it looked. The task was clearly impossible. No one managed to progress more than thirty paces in, and most were stopped much earlier. Some were knocked back as soon as they stepped on the metal floor, while luckier others could make it a few yards further in before the inevitable reversal. 
 
      
 
    The only successful tactic, if marginally so, was to accelerate to a near-run, before even setting foot on the polished floor of the chamber, and then, if you were lucky enough to avoid an immediate whack, slide as far as you could by sheer inertia. Since the unwieldy suits made dodging impossible, all one could do was wait for the right moment to try and slide under the sweeps and gain a few extra yards.  
 
      
 
    However, the bats moved quickly and randomly, while we could barely move at all. Our “runs” were not so much runs as a Little Swan dance performed by pregnant elephants with their legs tied. During one of my more successful attempts, I got really lucky, gaining sufficient momentum on the rocky floor of the first chamber, and then just leaned back as much as I could to lower my vertical profile and glided forward. I did not even try dodging the swinging bats. I just got lucky and made it further than most. 
 
      
 
    That was when my feet played a trick on me. I slipped and fell onto the metal floor with a loud bang, so what little momentum I had left was lost. All I could do now was twitch like a fly in molasses and wait for the first blow that would send me back. But, amazingly, my luck held. Two of the students who had just tried to repeat the same feat got hit and fell on their backs, which usually meant the run was over.  
 
      
 
    Me, on the other hand, I landed on my knees and managed to get up quickly, which qualified as a true miracle. And I narrowly avoided getting whacked as a diagonal “sweeping” swing that should have gotten me in the forehead went high and missed. 
 
      
 
    Ordinarily, that would be the very kind of blow that sent you back, but it only worked if the bat found you when you were down and unable to move. Me, I was standing already, so I took a step forward before the next blow could find its way home, and thus managed to get past the blind automaton. They were not very agile at the waist and hardly ever tried swinging behind them. 
 
      
 
    I took a small step. Then another. And yet another—and then the dummy was no longer a concern. As I was taking additional steps forward, my fighting spirit shot up like a rocket. I was now making serious progress—until two more dummies on my flanks began taking an unhealthy interest in the matter. I froze, my position unstable and barely tenable. 
 
      
 
    Watching them carefully, I wished they would get on with it. I’d wait. I had nowhere to hurry, and heck, I would even be happy to put some extra weight on my shoulders if they agreed to leave me alone. Except of course, they didn’t. First, one of them took a swing, and then another, but both bats missed me, if only by an inch or two. If I hadn’t stopped to wait it out, maintaining my precarious balance, I would have already been on my way back to square one. Instead, now I could finally get moving again. I took a step, and another one—and I was still on my feet! Hallelujah! I now broke my own best record and managed to get further in than anyone else before me, and perhaps, if my luck held for a few moments longer and the next dummy up took a brief mental vacation, or finally found time to call its mother-in-law, or at least took its eyes off the prize for a split second—you know, a wink-wink moment, and all that—then…  
 
      
 
    And then it was lights out time. A crushing blow made the world in my visor slit tumble, and I was once again on my back, a hapless puck chased across the metal surface by those legless hockey players. They didn’t give a hoot about my records, and they gave me no second chance to get up. The hits just kept on coming and only stopped when I was back where I started. Again. I sighed dejectedly and tried to get up. 
 
      
 
    The bulky figure next to me crouched a little and offered me its hand to help me up. Next, it muttered in Paxus’s muffled voice, 
 
    “Chuck, you’re the man! I saw it! You’ve made it further than anyone else!” 
 
    “What’s the point?” I sighed. “There was still a long way left to go. It’s hard to tell with this kind of lighting, but I don’t think I covered more than a tenth of the distance. Not much of a record, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Relax, Chuck! Just take a moment, all right? No need to kill yourself over this. Don’t you see, that’s how they want it to go down. You can’t get across, period. That bugger brought us here on purpose just to humiliate us again. There’s no point trying too hard. None whatsoever. I gotta give it to you, you are the king of the hill here, but it really makes no sense to keep pushing under these circumstances.” 
 
      
 
    I could almost feel it, physically, that the little punk was up to no good here. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you such a big fan of mine, all of a sudden?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, I made a little bet on you, you know.” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “What, you had a whack too many on your head, Chuck? I’m telling you, I placed a bet on you.” 
 
    “Oh, so we have us a little action going now, eh?” 
 
    “Yeah, something like that,” Paxus grinned, and then winked. “While the likes of you are getting pummeled, the rest of us here are having us some fun. I was betting you’d make three tries and go at least as far as the last dummy—the one that gave Dors his spanking. And you’ve made it even further. It’s a pity the girls aren’t betting and play hard to get in general. You know, they are all such ladies, maybe we are not good enough for them. But that’s all right, we’re doing fine on our own. I have already doubled my stake. Naturally, I don’t carry much with me, but it’s still nice. And I’ve got you to thank for it, Chuck. You’re really cool, and you have my respect. Hold on… Where are you off to?” 
 
    “Take a guess… Keep betting your pennies, and I’ll keep trying…” 
 
    “But why, for crying out loud? Didn’t I tell you it’s hopeless?” 
 
    “Hopeless? That’s my kind of thing then. I’m a sucker for hopeless!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the end, the unusual challenge turned out to be a relative success: I didn’t get any points, but I didn’t lose any, either, which was quite an achievement when you were dealing with Master Byogg. 
 
      
 
    Few got as lucky as I did. Only about thirty students didn’t lose anything, and the rest got a point taken off. Some, like Paxus who had been studiously ignoring the challenge, lost two points. 
 
      
 
    I was happy I didn’t listen to my roommate and allowed myself to relax. My head rang like a bell, and it would be hard to fall asleep now, but I managed to hold on to my points. However, the real question was how to earn additional ones. The masters were putting us through a grinder. No matter what we did or how hard we tried, we kept losing those damn points. 
 
      
 
    The only consolation was that everybody was in the same boat. Some were falling behind faster, others slower, but there were no exceptions, and I didn’t for a minute believe that the school authorities wanted every single student to flunk out. And those who knew more about the school and its strange ways all concurred that it was traditional for each year to begin with draconian measures. The weakest among the students got to zero or even below zero, and got dropped quickly. The rest were subsequently treated in a more humane manner and allowed to build up a reserve of points rather than keep losing them every single day. 
 
      
 
    I had already lost a lot. My current count was seventy-one points, which was much less than what I started with but still quite all right when compared to many others. Only three names on the boards had more than eighty points to them, one of them being Dors. Certain masters often cut the big guy some slack regardless of whether or not he had made any progress. Some two dozen others were also ahead of me by quite a few points, primarily due to their calligraphy prowess, verse writing skills, and solid rhetoric. Those subjects were often emphasized, and they were definitely not my forte. 
 
      
 
    I even began thinking of propping my Calligraphy talent up a little but never actually got down to it. Trying to bump any of my parameters would be too risky now since there was always a chance it would leave me completely incapacitated again, at least for some time. How would I learn if I lay unconscious or barely managed to stay upright and aware of what was happening around me? 
 
      
 
    Besides, as was often the case, parameters alone didn’t decide everything. You’d need to write thousands of symbols to translate your ORDER parameter into a usable skill. One’s hand couldn’t just learn to reproduce them perfectly at the drop of a hat. It took practice and time to develop a harmonious balance between numbers and physical reflexes. So it was hard, and in my case risky as well. 
 
      
 
    As for poetry writing and rhetoric, parameters meant nothing there at all. For me, those were completely alien subjects, and ORDER didn’t have much to offer in terms of enhancing one’s creativity. I never heard of anyone who became a famous public speaker or poet by dint of their ORDER parameters. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to Treya and the years she spent on my schooling, I was competent enough in all the other subjects. I may not have always shone in physical tests, but I never went below average even on my worst days. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, that wasn’t enough. I didn’t have to become the top honcho from the get go, but it was really advisable to stay among the leaders—say, the top twenty. But even if I started showing off all my talents, holding nothing back, it wouldn’t necessarily help me much. The students gathered here were the best Rava had to offer. They didn’t waste thirteen years to try and make up for it over the next two. They developed harmoniously, following established systems and traditions, under excellent tutelage, taking into account the experience of their forbearers and relying on their families’ ample resources, including proprietary clan methods unavailable to everybody else. All of them were probably inferior to me in parameters, but far ahead in terms of practice. Not to mention that their numbers matched their actual skills in a perfectly balanced manner. 
 
      
 
    If only I could do what Master Tao did with such ease, I could completely disregard calligraphy, rhetoric, and the like. Physical training would be a breeze, and I wouldn’t have to worry about talents one bit. Nothing here was too complex to defy a proper attempt to delve into its energy substance. 
 
      
 
    I wondered if I should have stayed with the Master longer. He may not have been able to bring me all the way up to his level in just a year, but I wouldn’t be too far behind him after such training. A negligible amount of time for any local—and an enormous period for me. I may have indeed made a mistake. I could really do with a better-developed technique the Great Master taught. 
 
      
 
    I turned to the other side and winced. Even though I was really tired, sleep wouldn’t come. We didn’t get much time for rest, but I always got by just fine. The Primordial Temple’s boon and Hero of the Night allowed me to stay awake through nights at a time without any dire consequences. However, it was still preferable to get at least some sleep. Even an hour or two of quality z’s would do me good and restore my strength, which was just what I needed after a day of extreme physical exertion. 
 
      
 
    I turned over again. It was hopeless. I simply couldn’t sleep. Come to think of it, there were no surprises there since my head still rang as if a hundred woodpeckers had given it a thorough workout. How many times did I get struck on the heavy helmet? A hundred? Two hundred? Unless it was more, which wouldn’t have been impossible. And no matter how strong the metal armor was, it wasn’t soundproof. 
 
      
 
    This was no test. This was cruel and unusual punishment at its worst. They must have been counting the hits we were getting and smirking all along. No wonder Byogg looked like a Cheshire Cat afterwards. 
 
      
 
    With all due respect, even Master Tao wouldn’t have managed to pass such a test. The dummies were quick and moved in a totally unpredictable manner, and the protective suit wasn’t just heavy—it constricted one’s limbs to the point where they became next to useless. You couldn’t dodge the blows, no matter what you did. That would be like trying to set a sprinter record running up to your neck in molten tar. 
 
      
 
    Back when I was as good as a cripple, I thought that once I developed my parameters enough, I’d be able to do all that and more. But new experience, knowledge, and parameters disabused me of that naïve notion, leading to a clear understanding that the math only built up on what you already had. Besides, it worked better in some respects and worse in others, and there were areas where it was altogether useless. No matter how high your parameters were, they wouldn’t let you do the impossible. What really mattered with such things was getting past zero since multiplying by zero gave you zero ten times out of ten. However, this kind of math made it clear that you had to develop both things in tandem if you wanted a meaningful result. That was what the first part of my second life had demonstrated. 
 
      
 
    Only when you acquired parameter points AND supported them with something real did you become a fully-functional human being. Once I got off the cart and began walking on my own two feet back on the way to the trading station, I suddenly learned how to move. That’s what happened to the locals once they grew out of infancy. That was when a road opened before them—a truly endless road, with only large numbers giving ostensible bonuses along the way. But no matter how high those were, they still had to be balanced by practical skills. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, I could still be wrong here. Master Tao assured me that anything was possible in this world. That said, he never overemphasized the parameters. The key element of his training was an ancient technique adapted to today’s realities. So he was more of a hands-on person than a theorist or a bean counter. 
 
      
 
    However, mine was a totally different case. I spent most of my life in this world studying without parameters or practice, picking up nothing but pure theory. Then I hastily began acquiring ORDER attributes, following no particular system or strategy. And I only got a wee bit of proper training, which didn’t involve any math at all. 
 
      
 
    A curious case I was. Unique, too, for all I knew. 
 
      
 
    As I began drifting away, my waning consciousness served up memories of lessons learned from the Great Master—bits and pieces of exhausting, repetitive exercises that not even my Hero of the Night boon could do much to alleviate. Those recollections only confirmed that even Great Master Tao would not have been able to pass that impossible test. A gazelle in a tortoise shell simply could not escape a tiger. Even if it was a lame tiger. 
 
      
 
    But what if… 
 
      
 
    I jumped up in bed as a light went on in my head. I suddenly knew two things. First, I wouldn’t be able to fall asleep no matter what I did. Second, I needed to pay a visit to a certain place. It could be a dangerous delusion caused by excessive acoustic impact on my brain, but I still needed to check something out. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 11 
 
    The Power of Reason 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The capital of Rava wasn’t just a city—it was, in fact, the Empire’s largest fortress. It was so enormous that a number of additional sizable citadels could be maintained within the primary fortifications perimeter. Some of them could well be used to continue fighting for the city even after the enemy broke through the main wall. However, only a few of those installations were indeed meant for defense, and the school wasn’t one of them. Its walls weren’t mere decorations, but the place wouldn’t be of much use for the defenders if the enemy did manage to enter the city after all. The school fortress stood on its own at some distance from the center, and that part of the city lacked suitable approaches to the central streets and squares. Using the school premises as a base for raiding enemy columns would be difficult and risky.  
 
      
 
    The fortress walls were not merely defensive. I doubted they had ever seen any enemy attacks there. Their main function seemed to be preventing students from going AWOL. They were reasonably high, lit up brightly at night, and well-guarded. And the guards were no mere warm bodies who made sure the youngsters wouldn’t escape to the city’s entertainment quarter. They were trained fighters whose mission was also to prevent trespassers from entering the school. The Emperor himself was said to be responsible for the safety of the young men and women housed there, and that meant a lot. 
 
      
 
    There were enough dangers even in a well-protected place like the school. Take that purported anonymity, for instance. Our secret identities were laughable. In less than a week, three quarters of the students had either revealed everything about themselves of their own volition, or been identified by some other means. A perfectly neutral comment would often suffice to start a school-wide rumor. The students would put two and two together and ferret you out. As far as I could see, though, folks primarily gave themselves away on their own, bragging about how old their family was and fluffing their feathers in other ridiculous ways. That was strongly discouraged and severely punished, but the school couldn’t assign an all-seeing and all-hearing servant to every student, after all. 
 
      
 
    No longer being incognito could have all sorts of consequences, and be fatal in the worst-case scenario. 
 
      
 
    To a twenty-first-century man like me, Rava’s political system was sheer barbarism. It was completely preposterous, and I couldn’t for the life of me fathom just what could be holding it together. A conglomerate of states this awkward was bound to fall apart shortly upon its inception. It resembled medieval feudalism at the peak of its division phase, when a multitude of small, independent fiefdoms existed. Some of the clans had been at war with each other for ages, almost without reprieve, while others would have regular skirmishes every decade or two. There were periods of global unrest when the Empire would get up to its neck in blood. Powerful alliances were formed. Influential old clans were obliterated while others soared to the top. Large territories were devastated, with all their inhabitants massacred under the pretext that the enemy’s shudras required a show of force. All kinds of pacts were made and broken. Parties that were neutral today would suddenly start slaughtering each other tomorrow, and then join forces against a common enemy in a year’s time, casting suspicious glances in each other’s direction and waiting for an opportune moment to drive a dagger into the back of their old nemesis and today’s ally. 
 
      
 
    Basically, it was all about perpetual motion, death, and endless tears of the commoners who would suffer the most in any scenario. Some clans would weaken or even cease to exist altogether, while others consolidated their power, picking up what others lost and gaining influence as a result. 
 
      
 
    If my understanding was correct, the Imperial family was the only gravitas providing any stability, or at the very least, a system of checks. It was a special clan that couldn’t be vanquished even by a powerful alliance, let alone a single clan. The powerful invaders from faraway places had once subjugated the entire area known since the days of old as Artha. It had been a proto-state that never managed to evolve independently. The old name was preserved as a result but didn’t become official. These days the name Artha primarily referred to the central provinces considered the most important part of the empire. A serious clan was supposed to control at least a sliver of that territory. 
 
      
 
    But it was too weak a center in my opinion, although it had been established as such from the very beginning and stayed that way. The invaders may have managed to demonstrate their superiority here back in the day, but Artha’s aristocracy was little different from savages during the period in question, and the only strength such opponents had was in their numbers and their unity. The former may not have been a problem, but the latter had been the nobility’s Achilles’ heel even then. A lot had changed since, and even though there was still no unity among the aristocrats, if anyone tried to conquer Artha again, I wouldn’t bet a copper on their success. 
 
      
 
    Discord and other such problems may not have gone anywhere, but the law and order situation on the Imperial clan’s territory was exemplary. I couldn’t find fault with anything. The highroads may have been crime-prone, and other bad problems abounded, but things were still a lot better than in the more distant provinces. This was particularly true of the capital, and the students whose safety was guaranteed by the Emperor of Rava himself were nearly untouchable there. 
 
      
 
    To be sure, I may have exaggerated a bit, but not by much. You’d need a serious armed force to get to one of us. It would be tantamount to a military operation, and preparing for it in the middle of a populous city rife with spies would be next to impossible. Therefore, I was safer than ever here, in the center of Rava, even though I was a fugitive, for all intents and purposes. 
 
      
 
    Finding me would be one thing; getting to me, quite another. No invisible killer would be able to get past the walls. And even if they did, it would be an incredibly risky endeavor since the school authorities were prepared for everything. The guards stayed sharp at all times. Even with all my exotic talents, I’d still rather not risk trying to sneak past them. 
 
      
 
    However, assuming our hypothetical invisible killer did manage to scale the walls and get past the guards unnoticed, things would be a lot easier inside. He or she wouldn’t even need any advanced disguises if they didn’t get overly cocky. The inner premises were guarded very lightly in comparison to the perimeter. Everything was in the open, to be sure, but you could go a really long way before you ran into someone who would get suspicious. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t heading towards the underground complex like a thief in the night. I went almost openly. All I did was avoid completely open spaces and paths oft-traveled by the servants. Fortunately, I was well familiar with the territory, the night was dark, the alchemical lights were few and far between, and there was enough vegetation around. If one moved in just the right way, one could stay in the shadows or otherwise obscured from view nearly all the time. 
 
      
 
    Further on, there were even fewer problems since I didn’t encounter anyone underground. I remembered the way perfectly. The place was quite a labyrinth, of course, but we had been led along the shortest route with good markings during the day. It would take a complete doofus to get lost there. 
 
      
 
    And, suddenly, there I was, at the end of the path. Or, more specifically, almost at the end. 
 
    Oddly enough, the large chemical light was still on, just as it had been during our first visit to the underground hall. That was odd since no such lights had been working along the way. This was of no benefit to me whatsoever and only interfered with my Darkvision and Hero of the Night boon from the temple, making them less effective. I wondered whether I should try turning the fixture off but decided against it. What if it could be tracked somehow? The thing was as bright as a floodlight—clearly not your average halogen bulb. It might well turn out to be chock full o’ tricks of every kind imaginable. 
 
      
 
    I decided to leave it alone. I didn’t need my Darkvision much there anyway since my plan involved a completely different skill. Besides, the bonuses from the boon worked in an odd way—not at all unlike my trusted old amulet. I would occasionally have to wait for the effect to kick in after putting the artifact on, and it would then continue for a while even after I took it off. Nor were artificially enhanced abilities quite the same; they might look good on paper, but the advantages they provided had a decidedly ephemeral quality.  
 
      
 
    Amulets had plenty of shortcomings, and that was a well-known fact. However, books on the subject matter only hinted at such a possibility without saying anything substantial. One might even think that the authors were reluctant to acknowledge the faults of the magic trinkets created by modern day artificers. 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, there was no need to worry about opening the massive entrance door to the hall, which was great since I had no idea of how to work the mechanism. I was hoping to use Deep Necros Scrutiny to figure it out since that talent could look deep into any solid mass, including a granite wall. However, the sheer volume of stone present here wouldn’t let me scrutinize much. All I could do was keep my fingers crossed. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, I didn’t have to do any of it, wasting time and risking getting caught every second. Besides, using a talent somehow seemed wrong. After all, I came here following Great Master Tao’s teachings, which implied that one should not count on ORDER’s direct help. Relying on a crutch like that would set me back a lot. 
 
      
 
    Anyhow, as I approached my destination and found the slab of rock above the doorway in the raised position, I had an even bigger shock to overcome: it turned out I wasn’t the only visitor there at such a late hour. The dark-haired girl was standing in front of the open passageway, staring deep into the hall filled with those damn sawed-off dolls. She had her back turned towards me and seemed so engrossed in whatever it was she was looking at that she hardly noticed anything. Besides, I had used every trick available in my collection to avoid any curious eyes. 
 
      
 
    Her hair was jet black and cut haphazardly, some of it tied in a ponytail, and the rest hanging down freely. Wayward locks jutted out on either side of the head, giving the girl an almost unkempt look. That wasn’t a unique hairdo, but there was only one person I knew or could think of who had it. Even looking from the back, I knew exactly who the young lady was. 
 
      
 
    To be sure, we had never been formally introduced. I just remembered this student from when she wasn’t even a student yet and only just made a very memorable entrance, armed with two swords and covered in blood. Indeed, that wasn’t a sight to be forgotten easily. I also remembered seeing her fighting during the first test when we had to do battle with several waves of dummies. She had been really nimble, and among the last to go down. It was too bad she had not joined the rest of us and chose to fight on her own until the end. 
 
      
 
    But what was she doing here, and why didn’t I notice her at once? 
 
      
 
    The second question was stupid. I could only see her when I got real close because she was using some talent, like myself. She wasn’t invisible but could remain inconspicuous from further away. 
 
      
 
    The first one had to be answered, though. And I intended to do just that. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening,” I said.  
 
      
 
    The easiest way to start a conversation was usually the most trivial, and that was exactly what I did. The girl turned around in a split second, shooting me a withering look of ire that would have cut through a tank’s armor. I managed to rise to the challenge, but just barely. The young lady’s fierce eyes seemed to exert real, physical pressure. 
 
      
 
    And that was the end of it as the girl dashed off at a formidable speed and disappeared in one of the corridors leading to the hall. 
 
      
 
    Not much of a dialogue, I thought to myself. 
 
      
 
    I watched her go, and then picked up a traditional Ravan garment she had left behind; it was similar to what I knew as hoodies in my previous life. The fabric was black and so thin it was almost weightless. However, that didn’t mean it wasn’t warm, as even a flimsy, gauze-like piece of cloth could sometimes surprise you on Rock. And what I was holding in my hands now didn’t look like a commoner’s cheap garb at all. 
 
      
 
    Why would the girl take off her hoodie and stay in an even lighter shirt? And why did she run off so quickly, without even remembering to pick up her garment? 
 
      
 
    I had no idea. Besides, I had important business of my own to attend to and couldn’t afford to waste time solving the mysteries of other people’s behavior. I automatically rolled the near-weightless piece of cloth up and put the resulting small ball into my pocket. It was so compact it fit easily. 
 
      
 
    Then I gave it a little more thought and decided that was the right thing to do. The girl must have sneaked in without anyone’s permission or knowledge, just like myself. There was no need to leave any incriminating evidence behind, even if it didn’t belong to me. No one needed to know about the nighttime popularity of this place. I could give the hoodie back to its mystery owner later, with no one looking, so that no other students would get suspicious. 
 
      
 
    That was it. I needed to remove the incident from my head completely and start doing what I had come here for. 
 
      
 
    The dummies didn’t move, behaving just the way they had before the test. But now I knew that the metal sentinels remained motionless only until someone stepped onto the metal floor. That was when they would start moving at once, and it would take them a while to get back to normal afterwards. At daytime, Master Byogg had already moved past his pitiless after action analysis and was done giving out a slew of humiliating demerits, and the dummies were still waving their heavy bats around. 
 
      
 
    I approached and took a tentative step on the metal floor. The dummies woke up, creaking and popping, as if stretching their muscles after a long sleep. Then there was the sound of a whooshing bat—and then another one, and another one. On and on it went, with that entire strange skating rink suddenly in motion, every inch of it promising death or grave injury. Or at the very least, a return to square one utterly defeated. 
 
      
 
    The dummies hit so hard that mammoth Stamina backed by special talents would be the only protection you could count on. Mine was above average, but I still had a long way to go in that department. The brief combat experience I had after obtaining the third key revealed so many vulnerabilities that I realized that facing a mob of even the weakest opponents out in the open would be risky. They might fail to overpower me completely, but I wouldn’t come out unscathed. 
 
      
 
    The abilities of my current opponents were limited, but they were still very strong in a number of ways. I had no doubt that so much as a single blow could maim or even kill me. Of course, that would only be true if I entered that “grinder” unprotected. There was a small utility room to the left of the entrance, with those bulky suits of armor stacked up along the walls. I had no idea how you could seal yourself in one of those without outside help, and there were no servants here. 
 
      
 
    Yet I had no need for either servants or the suits themselves. I had already tried negotiating the hall in the manner intended and knew it to be a waste of time for certain. Not to mention I’d much rather avoid the sensation of my head swelling from all that clangor. 
 
      
 
    I took a step away from the metal and sat down on the granite, crossing my legs. 
 
      
 
    According to Great Master Tao, the first thing you had to do in case of uncertainty was meditate. So I would resort to just that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    What was Chi anyway? An interesting question, to be sure, but any meaningful answer could only be provided by such philosophical disciplines as ontology and epistemology, whereas my interest was of a much more practical and down-to-earth nature. More specifically, I wondered whether Chi might be able to help me cross the hall with the tireless automatons. 
 
      
 
    The Great Master claimed that Chi was omnipotent. So, it looked now was just the time to find out whether that was true. I didn’t see any other options but summoning the Shadow and using its help to deal with the dummies. However, I didn’t need Deep Necros Scrutiny to see that the dolls I was facing now differed from the ones we had encountered earlier. Byogg had every reason for his patronizing smirk when Dors asked whether it was okay to break the dummies, or whether vandalism was going to be punished. 
 
      
 
    Thus, it was all right to break them, but I doubted any of the students had what it took to deal them any damage at all. The dummies didn’t just look indestructible. My own intuition implied the same thing. It may have been imperfect and lacking precision, but I had learned to trust it. 
 
      
 
    Chi was, is, and will always be. Chi was the past, the present, and the future at once. It was everything, and everything was Chi. 
 
      
 
    I had already learned to see energy, or rather, certain vectors indicating its motion. My ability was inferior to that of Master Tao, but not drastically or hopelessly so. Besides, by now I had some experience with what he referred to as “working with the flows”. It was an incredibly arcane area of knowledge, and I was aware I had barely just scratched its surface at that point. But I still had a basic skill. 
 
      
 
    This was insufficient now, though. I didn’t see the dummies, or the metal floor, or the flickering of the bats; I saw pure energy as the finest strands weaving together and forming volatile flows. I saw currents of stability and islets of chaos, as well as simple whirlpools and intricate patterns of turbulence. Yet I didn’t see the entire picture—something I needed to get across the hall. Chi was the best guide through any labyrinth by dint of its very nature. Thus, I needed extra concentration, and meditation was the simplest and most effective method of achieving that. What could be better than an unhurried study of energy’s eternal motion as it forms the fabric of reality in its most essential manifestation? 
 
      
 
    Anyhow, the dummies were the main source of motion here, on the front end of things. The second greatest source was the turbulence of the air parted by the bats. Both these forces produced impediments, in a way. Chi was obviously impervious to mechanical motion, being boundless and all-permeating by nature. And yet, everything that happened in the world of material objects got reflected on the level of energy as well. So that was the focus of my study. 
 
      
 
    I remained immobile for a minute. Two minutes. Three. Ten. 
 
      
 
    Everything was energy. Absolutely everything, including myself and the air, inside and outside the hall, the motion of the air, and the flashing of the bats that made the air move. 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later I got up, completely unsurprised by the fact that my legs didn’t get the slightest bit stiff. After all, everything was energy. And that implied the need to take the next step. 
 
      
 
    As Great Master Tao used to say, the higher the obstacle, the farther up you will have to climb. The obstacles one encountered were the steps that comprised the stairway of knowledge. And to study the essence of Chi, one had to take giant steps because small ones just wouldn’t do. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t even look in the direction of the utility room with the suits of armor as I stepped on the metal. There was a swing of the bat. In a split second it would have struck me above the bridge of my nose and taken off the entire top of my skull. But I had known, knew, and would know that it would go there, so my head moved out of the heavy weapon’s way before it even began its journey towards it. The bat didn’t even touch my hair, passing a fraction of an inch above. That was good. That was in perfect harmony with the flows of Chi. 
 
      
 
    Take a step. Another step. And another two. Crouch. Jump. Take two more steps, followed by a long roll to gain a few feet forward and deeper into the hall. Dodge the next three blows. Then jump up and take another step without delay, jump again, step up again, jump, and jump once more, boldly using the dummy’s fist as a trampoline and somersaulting through the air, then roll, crouch, and take another step, followed by another one. 
 
      
 
    The dummies may have been able to see me in some way, if the very notion of sight applied to them, but they weren’t interested in me. When the school masters were reconstructing this hall, they must have engaged the help of the famed Imperial artificers. I was certain of that, because who else could possibly bring runic mechanisms back to life, if only partially? The artificers were known for their ability to handle complex and large-scale projects, and they occasionally managed to fix some of the most powerful and ancient artifacts, although judging by what I had gleaned over two years, their work hardly qualified as proper reconstruction and primarily relied on guesswork. They had a very vague grasp of the creators’ original design, and their best attempts had little effect. They could but make crutches that imitated the artifacts’ former function. 
 
      
 
    The creators of the runic machines lived and worked back at the time when the knowledge of Chi may have already been encroached upon by ORDER and the simplicity it offered, but was still accessible to many, and not just individual guardians of the old tradition like Master Tao. The availability of that knowledge allowed for creating training regimens for absolutely everyone, regardless of their individual talent sets or distribution of attribute embodiments.  
 
      
 
    It was therefore quite likely that this training hall was designed for students, for whom energy was something tangible, rather than a mere abstract concept. Even a perfunctory understanding of energy revealed as much to an attentive observer, and attention was something I excelled at. I couldn’t afford not to. 
 
      
 
    The way the dummies swung their bats only looked chaotic to an untrained eye. All their motions followed a specific rhythm, creating a general flow with discernible and unbroken probability threads—the kind that could lead you through without any risk. Or, rather, the risk would lie in failing to pay attention or losing the guiding thread due to insufficient energy handling skills. 
 
      
 
    I did pay attention, but I wasn’t completely sure my energy work was up to snuff. So clearing my head of all the extraneous thoughts helped a lot, allowing my mind to concentrate on a single task—never letting go of the thread. 
 
      
 
    This hall was a giant puzzle—one big game of Tetris, if you will. The dummies were mindless figures following a single algorithm all at once and remaining in constant motion. Their objective was to move their bats in such a way as to leave a constantly shifting passage someone who knew enough could use to get through. I was that someone. 
 
      
 
    If I rushed things, I’d run into a wall of bats, and the hall would kill me. 
 
      
 
    If I slowed down at an inopportune moment, the bats would hit me on the head or back when they swung in reverse, and the hall would kill me. 
 
      
 
    If I stopped in confusion, the bats would come from every direction at once, and the hall would kill me. 
 
      
 
    If I lied down, I would get killed too since the bottom of the passage would get blocked regularly, so that the fallen wouldn’t be able to crawl all the way through. 
 
      
 
    Everything was in motion, and I had to remain part of that motion every single moment—or the hall would kill me. 
 
      
 
    You couldn’t complete the job in a suit of armor, which turned you into a slow and heavy tortoise. What you needed here was speed and the ability to jump long and hard. Thus, Paxus was right when he said that the test was impossible to pass by design. 
 
      
 
    It was indeed impossible to pass the test on Master Byogg’s terms. 
 
      
 
    But I was doing it on my own. 
 
      
 
    There were no steps, no dodges, no crouches, and no acrobatics. There was nothing but the endless flow of Chi and me as part of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t say how long it had taken me. Time didn’t really exist since everything was Chi, including time. But a moment came when I felt rock and not metal underneath my feet. I couldn’t believe it and strained to find the guiding thread in the shifting flows. But it was indeed gone: I didn’t need it anymore, and so it had disappeared. There was nothing but another enormous hall in front of me, very similar to the one that lay on the other side of the passage guarded by the bat-wielding dummies. 
 
      
 
    And there were people in that hall. Six of them altogether: three servants, Master Byogg, who was responsible for our battle training, Master Wordo, a dark-skinned man from faraway lands who taught engineering, and Great Master Ur, the Headmaster. 
 
      
 
    I was in a bit of a fix. 
 
      
 
    All six of them stared at me, which was hardly surprising. I had no idea what they had been doing here, but I doubted they were my reception committee. Great Master Ur seemed to have no interest in testing the students’ battle prowess. He didn’t participate in the learning process openly, at any rate, so you only got a chance to see him very occasionally, and for short periods of time. In fact, he had only made a single proper appearance so far—when the entire school lined up in the yard for the welcoming ceremony, traditionally held at the beginning of every year. 
 
      
 
    Someone of his caliber wouldn’t go underground to discipline a misbehaving student. 
 
      
 
    But how grave was my trespass really? Formally, it wasn’t one at all, since I didn’t break the prohibition against leaving the school premises. I didn’t even try to approach the wall. And I had never heard of students being discouraged from training in their spare time. The fact that we had virtually none was irrelevant. I was free to sleep or do pushups on my fists, after all. Or run past dummies. Was there any sign saying I wasn’t allowed to? I saw none. 
 
    That meant I didn’t do anything I wasn’t allowed to do. 
 
      
 
    However, I refrained from voicing any of those considerations. School guidelines were a very delicate matter, and the masters could bend them any way they wanted to. Or rather, they could not even be bothered to spell those rules out in full, as we had been explicitly and repeatedly told from the very start. Sometimes I got the feeling the masters just made those rules up as they went along if they wanted to give you a demerit for no good reason at all. 
 
      
 
    Besides, no one was accusing me of anything yet. The grandees were only feeling a little tense, it seemed, as they kept staring at me. The esteemed dons clearly hadn’t been expecting anyone to approach from that direction, so it looked like I caught them a little bit unawares, creating at least some confusion. 
 
      
 
    Their delay worked in my favor. It gave me a chance to come out of this scot-free, or almost scot-free. All I had to do was play my part so that angels in heaven would look like two-bit shysters in comparison to my immaculate manners, and pretend to have been doing something completely commonplace, guided by nothing but the best of intentions. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, I sketched a bow first, which wasn’t even a proper bow, according to the convoluted rules of etiquette adhered to by the aristocracy of Rava. It was a universal gesture of respect given by someone younger to their elders that implied equal social standing. I was grateful to my second mother for having drilled those nuances into me over the years. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, Masters Byogg, Wordo, and Ur. Please excuse me for not having addressed you at once. It was hard to see you in this light, and I had all my attention on the dummies. I realize my excuses are pointless, so please allow me to assure you that I’ll do everything within my power not to show such deplorable inattention ever again.” 
 
      
 
    I thought it sounded good. I even brought up a minor trespass of mine to divert their attention away from what could potentially be viewed as a more serious violation. A student was guilty of something by default, so I’d rather it was inattention rather than nocturnal escapades involving deadly battle dummies. 
 
      
 
    “So where were we, esteemed Wordo?” The Headmaster asked absent-mindedly, still looking at me funny. As were the others. 
 
    “I was saying that you couldn’t slow the dolls down,” the engineer replied with just as blank a stare. “The artificers said the dolls could only function in this mode. They couldn’t make any changes in the way they moved. The entire hall follows a single algorithm, and this process cannot be tampered with.” 
 
      
 
    The Headmaster nodded and asked his next question. 
 
    “And what were you saying, Master Byogg?” 
 
    “I was saying that the suits of armor will soon fall apart if they keep beating on them like this. We’ll either need to fix these more often or get a second set, which will be expensive in either case,” the mean master said in a gruff voice, giving me the hairy eyeball. 
 
    “Didn’t you also claim no student would be able to clear this hall?” the Headmaster continued. 
 
    “I did,” Byogg admitted with great reluctance. 
 
      
 
    Ur pointed at me. 
 
      
 
    “In that case, esteemed Master Byogg, how can you explain what we have just witnessed here?” 
 
      
 
    The master made a pause, and decided to start with an accusation. 
 
      
 
    “The brat made it without any armor. You’re not supposed to do that. I’ll discipline him.” 
 
    Discipline me? I didn’t like the sound of it. It meant my rating would slip even lower. But, frankly, at that point I really felt like telling Byogg to go to hell with his demerits. I was beginning to feel giddy and euphoric. 
 
    I was a goddamn idiot! 
 
    I was the idiot who had succeeded! 
 
    I did clear the hall, after all! 
 
    I did it! 
 
    I was ready to tell everybody else to stick their opinions where the sun didn’t shine and not get too patronizing before they repeated my feat.  
 
      
 
    Reining in the dopamine rush and the recklessness, I made an effort and remained silent. 
 
      
 
    “Whether he did it with or without protection is unimportant,” Ur waved him off. “We’ve seen what we’ve seen. So it isn’t tinkering with the dummies’ behavior that we should be thinking of, especially given Master Wordo’s conviction that it’s impossible and that the ancient design cannot be modified. You,” the Headmaster pointed at me. “Name?” 
 
    “Chuck of House Norris.” 
 
    “Chuck, eh? I’ve seen your calligraphy. It looked like tracks left by a chicken that had knocked over an inkwell and walked on a sheet of paper.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Great Master. Somehow, I handle the quill worse than the sword.” 
 
    “Of course you do. I believe you. Tell me, Chuck, why did you do it?” 
 
      
 
    I turned my head for a moment and shrugged.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t like leaving unfinished business behind. These suits… They’re wrong, you see. A true warrior doesn’t hide in his shell like a turtle. Battles are won with the sword—not by hiding behind armor that turns you into a statue. I did what I felt I had to do.” 
 
    “And what if you were hit?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged again. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a poor warrior who intends to live forever.” 
 
      
 
    Master Ur nodded. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a fine answer. It earns you two points. And another twelve for being the first to clear the Hall of Legless Dummies. Now, Chuck, withdraw to your room and rest. You have a new day of hard work ahead of you tomorrow.” 
 
    “I am most grateful to you, Great Master Ur,” I sketched a bow again and headed towards the only exit I saw, hoping I’d find my way back to the surface without asking anyone. Going back through the hall of dummies would have been a little too much. 
 
    “And take off one point for not having greeted the masters as soon as you cleared the hall,” a voice behind me said. 
 
      
 
    Byogg could find fault with everything. The man was indeed one uptight, mean customer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I ran into Paxus right in front of the dorm entrance. A strange encounter at this hour, especially seeing how my roommate didn’t seem to hurry anywhere. Was he waiting for me specifically? But why would he? 
 
      
 
    “Chuck, where do you run off to every night?” Paxus asked without further ado. “I woke up and you weren’t there. Then I woke up again, and you still weren’t there.” 
 
    “Train harder, and you’ll sleep like a log all the way until dawn,” I brushed him off. 
 
    “I have no problems sleeping.” 
 
    “That’s not the impression I’m getting.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s just that I have stuffed myself a little too much at supper, so my stomach keeps grumbling and waking me up. So, Chuck, where have you been, and what have you been up to?” 
 
      
 
    Paxus was the last person in the world I felt like sharing my recent accomplishment with, but I didn’t want to lie to him, either, so I gave him an evasive answer. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I’m a living person too, and I have a stomach just like you.” 
 
    “Too long for a visit to the toilet,” Paxus shook his head, and then pointed his finger at me. “And what’s that hanging from your pocket?” 
 
      
 
    I saw where he was looking and hurried to stuff the strange girl’s hoodie deeper in. However, instead, the near-weightless fabric got inadvertently caught on a small buckle on my sleeve and fell out of my pocket altogether, unfolding right on the floor. 
 
      
 
    Hoodies were unisex garments, but the light at the door made the embroidery on the sleeves glisten. That was something only women decorated their clothes with. 
 
      
 
    Paxus grunted as he stared at the hoodie, and then raised his face back at me, his eyes burning with great excitement. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a girl’s hoodie. So you get into their dorm every night and have fun there, don’t you?” 
 
    With no response from me, he answered his own question in a second. 
 
      
 
    “Well, yeah, of course you do. I never woke up in the middle of the night before, so I didn’t see you. But now I have you bang to rights at last. So is it the same dorm every night or a different one? How do you even pull something like that off? You hardly ever look in their direction as far as I can tell. How do you arrange things with them? Educate me!” 
 
      
 
    What I really wanted to do was tell him to get lost, and then crawl into my bed and finally fall asleep. Then I realized I had to nip his fantasies in the bud to prevent any potential rumors. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be silly,” I said. “I just found this thing. Tomorrow, I’ll ask the girls which one of them lost it and return it to the rightful owner.” 
 
      
 
    Paxus gave me a weirdly intense look as he kept babbling. 
 
      
 
    “Chuck, please! I’ll do anything! Anything at all! Just tell me what you need! But let me in on the secret!” 
 
    “What are you even talking about?” 
 
      
 
    Paxus looked around furtively and gave me a conspiratorial wink. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on! Teach me.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 12 
 
    More Successes Than Failures 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Oddly enough, my unauthorized escapade at the hall of the deadly warrior dummies marked a breaking point in the learning process. It’s not that I started getting any special treatment. The achievement wasn’t sufficient to earn true respect. An aristocrat with experience and training would probably pass through the hall like a breeze, without any ancient Chi control tricks. 
 
      
 
    Nor was the fact that I got fourteen points at once (thirteen, to be more precise) critically important. The Headmaster’s sudden generosity may have placed me among the leaders for a short while, but so what? It would be easier to remain sitting on a red hot frying pan than at the top of the school rankings, what with us getting demerits on a daily basis regardless of whether we deserved them or not. I lost a point before even getting out of the dungeon due to Byogg’s misanthropic proclivities. 
 
      
 
    Basically, anything could happen at any moment. This was quite a lottery: some of the students could keep their place at the top for a day or two, while others slid down the list slowly, and others still plummeted towards the middle of it in one fell swoop. Anywhere Byogg got involved, any such fall’s momentum was greater than warranted by the planet’s gravity, and going below the midpoint—by a lot, in some cases— wasn’t unheard of. 
 
      
 
    There was also a small group of partial untouchables: Dors and a few others. Some masters either looked at their trespasses through their fingers when they handed out mass demerits, or gave them points undeservedly. It wasn’t done in a regular, blatant manner, but privileged students still found it a lot easier to stay afloat. And their privilege was clearly a result of them hailing from heavyweight clans. 
 
      
 
    Even though revealing your real identity was frowned upon, some bragged about how noble their family was on the very first day. Very few of them got punished, and the punishments weren’t serious. Others were identified by their very characteristic looks or some detail they’d let slip, or they’d run into someone who had known them before and couldn’t keep their mouth shut. And once a student got identified, the rumor spread across all the dorms like brushfire. As a result, about half the students lost their anonymity by day ten. 
 
      
 
    I held on to my incognito status and continued as Chuck Norris for obvious reasons. No prying eyes had been able to see through my disguise yet. I was mindful of what I was saying, never forgetting that even walls had ears. My face wasn’t familiar to anyone, and neither my behavior, nor my possessions gave me away, so no one could find out anything of substance about me despite their best efforts. 
 
      
 
    Paxus was one of the school’s main gossipmongers, and he used his roommate’s status unscrupulously to find out as much about the rest of us as he could. And he latched on to me like a ravenous tick, especially after that memorable night. He got really peeved when I flat out refused to teach him how to be a nocturnal Casanova, capable of undressing noble girls by just looking at them. But all his attempts at learning who I really was were a waste of time and effort. 
 
      
 
    Still, he remained unfazed. The garment the black-haired girl left behind drove Paxus into a virtual frenzy. He completely misinterpreted the reason for my nighttime absence, and telling him the truth would gain me nothing. He’d never believe a word of it. Therefore, I stopped looking for excuses soon. Once I realized it was pointless, I just clammed up and cracked a joke each time he’d ask a direct question. It cost me nothing—neither my reputation, nor that of the girl who Paxus didn’t know and wouldn’t be able to identify. 
 
      
 
    That said, he was really beginning to get on my nerves with his asinine single-minded antics. I couldn’t even go to the bathroom during the night without Paxus following me. He got into the habit of sleeping with one eye open, and I truly began missing his earlier habit of falling asleep before everybody else and waking up last. He was clearly convinced I engaged in some lewd activities in flagrant disregard of the school’s rules and endeavored to get in on the action no matter what it might cost him. 
 
      
 
    But I digress. My original point was that you could be at the top of the pyramid in the morning only to enjoy a view from its very bottom by the evening of the same day. Everything ebbed and flowed, and changed too, except for the direction of the flow. It knocked down leaders and laggards alike. Even Dors and others like him slid down, albeit a little slower than the rest. The worst laggards hardly had anything left of their initial hundred points, while the leaders were only a few dozen points short. 
 
      
 
    I expected the school to start expelling some students at that point, but my seminal nighttime outing coincided with the moment when the situation changed. I didn’t notice it for about a day or two, assuming it to be a temporary stroke of luck when I didn’t slide down quite as quickly as usual. However, very soon, losses began getting offset by gains. At some point, my class ranking stabilized at number twelve. I’d lose a point and then instantly gain one, keeping the balance. Then I was six points up by the end of one week, but quite a few others followed suit too since I remained at my number twelve. And the further it went, the more ostensible my growth became. I didn’t get fined too much or too often and received fairly frequent and generous rewards. Sometimes I’d get two points at once instead of just one. 
 
      
 
    And that was considering the fact that mean Master Byogg singled me out after that night, and not in a good way. He would find fault with everything I did and take off points under the slightest pretext. My unannounced visit to the training hall may have caused him to get chastised by the Headmaster, and it could well be he was taking his revenge in that manner. Besides, training became equally hard for everyone, and playing favorites no longer worked the way it had. 
 
      
 
    But in all fairness, training was too grand a word for that process. The teaching methods they used here were not just heavily flawed; it was utter chaos with brief flickers of common sense rather than proper instruction. There was no system to it, and they left no room for independent thought. No one asked us to analyze the information we were given, and we were strongly discouraged from expressing our own views on the subject. Cramming was the main method of learning. One couldn’t ground one’s arguments in any independent conclusions reached upon getting exposed to the material. All they wanted to hear was quotes from the little red book. The law was what the masters said it was, and the knowledge they imparted was treated as absolute, not to be questioned in any way at all. 
 
      
 
    The situation with practical training was more or less the same. We were primarily ordered to get beaten up by the automatons in the arena—as dorm teams or the entire student body acting as a joint force. The masters neither taught us any advanced tactics, nor trained our reflexes. All the teachers had been trying to drill into us was the importance of fighting as a single unit, where everybody covered their neighbor’s back and a mistake made by one could harm all. And after coming back up from the dungeon, battered and exhausted, we would once again be exposed to incredibly tedious tractates of wise men and great warlords—and not in any shape of form as a sleeping aid. Instead, we had to learn selected passages by heart. 
 
      
 
    There was but a single issue where one could discern a semblance of a system. Hardly a day went by without us being given a lecture on the greatness of the Emperor and the special role played by his family. A predictable trope it was, but that predictability didn’t make it any less useful for the powers that be. Teenagers presented an excellent target group for brainwashing, and if one pursued the effort day after day, week after week, most of them would eventually accept the dogma taught as their own, even if they had originally been skeptical or outright opposed to the idea in question. 
 
      
 
    So that was the half-baked way they tried to instill loyalty to the ruling clan into us. Aristocrats were naturally raised inured to substantially more sophisticated forms of suggestion, but did everyone manage to develop the same level of immunity to outside influences? I doubted it. Besides, a year was ample enough time for little strokes to fell even the biggest oak. 
 
      
 
    I hoped my mind could withstand a year of that psychological indoctrination unscathed, although hope would be a wrong word for the purpose. I knew it for a fact. I was familiar with the effects of digital “opium for the masses” in a high-tech society, and the local efforts in this respect seemed as effective as showing vegan propaganda videos to a cat, trying to persuade it to give up meat. 
 
      
 
    However, I never let it slip that I was immune to such naïve attempts at brainwashing. Taking my cues from the rest of the students, I mimicked the reaction of the inert majority, being neither obsequious, nor displaying any hostility to the country’s supreme authority. Going to either extreme entailed a substantial risk. Openly proclaiming your undying love for the Emperor and his family was the next worst thing you could do, the absolute worst being a display of hostility or disapproval. 
 
      
 
    The only way I tried to distinguish myself from the rest was in amassing points. And I didn’t need them just to please my ego. Points made it possible for me to remain a student. You couldn’t get expelled unless you ran out completely, which was exactly what they told us at the very beginning. However, I knew that much even earlier from the books I read. The same books said having enough points afforded you certain privileges, and that information turned out to be correct too. 
 
      
 
    For example, after the initial break-in period, successful students could spend the daylight hours of a single day—or even a whole day—in the city. Most of the lucky ones were allowed that luxury once every two weeks. You could even take a second day, but in that case you’d have to remain within the school’s walls for an entire month afterwards. Moreover, everything had a price, and visits to town were no exception. Once again, you didn’t pay with money, but rather with points. A whole lot of points. Therefore, those overly fond of having fun on the town risked falling far behind in their rankings, which was a simple and effective way of preventing excessive partying and other such distractions. 
 
      
 
    I could use some leave time to take care of certain serious business in town. Rest and recreation were the furthest thing from my mind. However, I could make do without just as easily since my main objectives were not related to such outings at all. Additional goals were all nice and good and had to be taken care of too, but they still had a lower priority. Even a million leisurely walks through the city would be nothing compared to the main prize those extra points could help me win. The opportunity in question was most likely unique. If my estimates were correct, no one in this world had what I was after. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, that uniqueness could only be assumed from indirect indications. After all, how long could nuclear weapons have possibly remained a secret on Earth once they were developed and used for the first time? Even without the blasts in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, it would have only taken a few years at most for the fact that such weapons existed to become common knowledge. 
 
      
 
    I was after a similar “nuclear option”. Availing myself of that opportunity was an important part of my master plan, and I was prepared to rip bronze dummies apart with my teeth to get it. It was little wonder then that my mood had been getting progressively better from one day to another, ever since the night I vanquished the legless giants on my own terms. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The morning sun shone brightly, the birds were chirping a riot, and the breeze outside was cool and pleasant. All in all, it was a perfect morning, but I was still in a foul mood. 
 
      
 
    I had every reason to feel grumpy. I had just lost twelve points, no less. And even under the new and more relaxed rules, it took a while to earn them. So everything I had managed to gain over the preceding four or five days was now spent at once. I dropped from the seventh place in the ratings to the twenty-ninth, which I was sharing with two more students who had the same number of points. So, considering the shared ratings in what was hardly an optimal ranking system, there were actually quite a few more people ahead of me than twenty-eight. 
 
      
 
    To add insult to injury, I gave those points up of my own free will. Such was the price of going to town, and that was that. The most obvious way of looking at it was that I put my primary objective in jeopardy to pursue something less important. On the other hand, I had no doubt I’d easily earn those points back, and besides, in the long run, taking care of that business I had outside would actually help me get the main prize. 
 
      
 
    Be that as it may, as I was heading towards the gate, I was suffering through a major case of buyer’s remorse, which having Paxus by my side failed to alleviate. No, he wasn’t going to town himself. Such luxuries were only available to students who had earned back their initial hundred points. An indifferent bozo that he was, Paxus was nowhere near that goal, and his low ranking reflected that. 
 
      
 
    Yet going into town was his fondest dream, so he followed me as far as he was allowed to share in that glorious undertaking, at least vicariously. And he kept feeding me the same old lines. 
 
      
 
    “Chuck, how can you fail to understand something so simple? You’ve done something silly. You must be from some really faraway place where folks don’t get such things, right? You know nothing about big cities, do you?” He paused for a while, hoping for an answer or at least a hint at the whereabouts of my homeland, no matter how ephemeral. 
 
      
 
    The fellow was indeed hopelessly naïve, and he probably realized as much himself, and quickly enough. He picked up his blabbering right where he left it off. 
 
      
 
    “You need to go for a full day and night. And even that wouldn’t be enough for a really good time. As soon as I get my hundred, I’ll be off for a full day.” 
 
      
 
    I gave him the same mechanical answer as always while my mind was elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    “Paxus, you’ll be all the way down to zero before you get to a hundred.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll get there all right. Don’t you doubt that. I have a purpose now. And I’m stubborn.” 
 
    “Bear in mind that a full day would cost you twenty-four points, and not just twelve.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to give the entire hundred for a whole day.” Paxus was obviously day-dreaming, but he checked himself quickly. “But will you at least tell me all about it? You will, right?” 
 
    “Paxus, if you’re referring to the red light district, there’ll be nothing to tell. That’s not where I am going.” 
 
    “Oh, I believe you, I believe you, of course. Just like the fact that some girl’s clothes ended up in your pocket by chance. Are you trying to tell me you’ve paid a whopping twelve points just to smell the manure on the streets and dine on some roasted roadkill in a seedy tavern because you’re tired of all the spices we eat over here?” 
 
    “Shucks, now you know the plan.” 
 
    “Chuck, stop pulling my leg. Everybody knows you’re a ladies’ man.” 
 
    “You’re wrong again. But it’s pointless trying to explain things to you since you won’t believe any of it anyway. That’s because you are thinking with a wrong part of your body.” 
 
    “No, I am not! I’ve seen you crawl into the girls’ dorms at night!” 
 
    “You mean you’ve seen me enter or exit one with your own two eyes?”  
 
    “Well, I may not have caught you in the act, but I saw what you were hiding in your pocket. So spare me the BS about finding that thing on your way to the john. Just give me a hint. Is she a blonde or a brunette? Come on, Chuck! Spill the beans!” 
 
    “Paxus, go away. You’re hopeless.” 
 
      
 
    With that, I turned to take the shortcut to the gate, which went past some fancy green hedge, all trimmed and neat. It was little wonder that I didn’t realize there was someone around the corner as I turned it. 
 
      
 
    The girl was standing at the end of the path, looking towards the gate. Once again, I could recognize my old acquaintance even from the back. She still had the same hairdo—part ponytail, part chaos. 
 
      
 
    Except I still didn’t even know her name. We didn’t have much contact with female students outside of certain tests and lectures that were coed. Regardless, I knew I had seen just about every girl in school countless times. This one, on the other hand, always stayed in the shadows, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. So no, I did not get to see her often, but every such occasion was quite memorable, such as during that first test with the dummies, when she managed to hold on for just about as long as I did, and also did it all on her own, while the rest of us fought in a group. 
 
      
 
    I was still too distraught by the recent loss of points and preoccupied with the prospects of achieving what I had spent that largesse so extravagantly to achieve. Looking back, this is the only reason I can think of for the course of action I took and for failing to consider how a casual observer might interpret the encounter. 
 
      
 
    Besides, the girl cut me no slack there. She immediately turned around when we approached—me first, Paxus trudging behind—giving me a withering stare. This was, in a way, a provocation that required immediate action—before she could vanish in the next blink of an eye. She clearly wasn’t very social, generally, and seemed to make a special effort to avoid me in particular. It could be me having seen her on the first day, or our chance encounter underground. 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” I said. “Remember me? That time, underground, you have… um… lost something. A garment. If you have the time, we could head over to my dorm and I’ll give it back to you. Or any other time. Whenever it’s convenient.” 
 
      
 
    The girl stepped to the side, instantly disappearing in the green wall. It may have looked monolithic, but not a single twig moved. I didn’t know who she was or where she had studied, but her woodsman’s skills were very impressive. 
 
      
 
    “Cute,” Paxus said with the intonation of a detective who had just caught a very cunning criminal in the act. “Will you introduce me?” 
 
      
 
    I was petrified. Even a sane person could interpret what I had just said in a certain wrong way, and Paxus would be my absolute last choice for someone listening in. The guy was nothing if not the absolute champion of misinterpretation.  
 
      
 
    How could I have forgotten about this sex-obsessed nuisance trudging behind me? How could I let my tongue loose in the presence of two curious ears growing on a head with a single track in mind? My roommate’s fondest wish was to find out the identity of at least one of my presumed love interests conjured up by his ingenuous imagination. He wasn’t merely simple. He was primitive. And, according to that kind of logic, saying A once meant, with necessity, saying B later on, so perhaps the lady would look favorably on any new pursuer that might come along. Given that etiquette and differences in social standing didn’t apply to students, the poor sod figured he’d be perfectly free to vie for the girl’s attention, tarnishing her reputation as a result, and mine as well. I definitely wanted none of that. 
 
      
 
    So I stopped at once, turned around to face my roommate’s overexcited mug, and gave the idiot a look that could freeze a lake on a summer day. As I pointed my finger at him, stopping a fraction of an inch away from his eyeball, I hissed, 
 
    “If I ever see you anywhere near this girl, the entire school will know about you pestering Tsass about whether he would be interested in a wild night with a gentle guy. And I’ll make sure you get a night like that once you earn your liberty. There’ll be a bunch of muscled, hairy guys waiting for you on the outside. I know where to find them, and I have enough money to keep them waiting for you outside the walls day and night, all year long.” 
 
    “Hey, Chuck, what’s gotten into you?! I wasn’t prying! Can’t a guy just ask? We are friends, remember?” 
 
    “Paxus, did you hear what I just said?” 
 
    “Relax, man! What did you get all worked up like that for?! We’re cool.” 
 
      
 
    I brought my finger another fraction of an inch closer. 
 
      
 
    “I am no friend of yours. Your friends live in the woods and howl at the moon at night. Forget you ever saw this girl, period. And don’t you dare say a single word about her to anyone. Do you understand, or do I have to get nasty with you?” 
 
    “All right, all right, I get it! Jeez, Chuck, what hellhole did you crawl out of? You’re a psycho! And all of that over some girl? And a plain one like that? Now, Dibby would be a different matter… What about you and Dibby? I think she’s got the hots for you. Are you and her… I mean… You know… Are you? Just drop me a hint, Chuck! I’ll be mum as the grave of the King of Necros! I won’t tell anyone!” 
 
    “Paxus, another word out of you, and no healers will be able to help you.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, the healers here would raise you from the dead!”. 
 
    “Oh yeah? Do you think they’ll be able to sew that nasty thing of yours back on once I tear it off? You know, that other head you are using for thinking? And make everyone unsee what they saw, for good measure? Because you know, I’ll do it right here and now!” 
 
      
 
    All color drained from Paxus’ face. 
 
      
 
    “You’re definitely insane, Chuck,” he said and turned around. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I formed a clear enough personal impression of the capital on my first day, and that impression didn’t need any adjustments. Even back then, I knew I had no interest in just wandering the streets. The architecture was interesting in some places, but I wasn’t too fond of looking at old buildings. Besides, manure was ubiquitous, and the smell of sewers coupled with other such pleasant things a medieval city had to offer didn’t add much to its charm. Which is to say it was a far cry from the combed and waxed historical centers of old European cities back on Earth. 
 
      
 
    Besides, the house numbering system here was in a state of utter chaos as it was only recently introduced in Rava. No one in the Empire had ever bothered with any such nonsense until now, and the new invention was half-baked at best, as was often the case. The cabbie found the street easily enough, but then we ran into problems. A horse-drawn carriage wasn’t really fit for maneuvering in the cramped spaces of what struck me as a rather poor quarter. We must have passed the place we needed, and making a U-turn on a narrow street would be quite a feat. 
 
      
 
    So I paid my fare and continued searching on foot. But even that was no small matter, since the local numbering system wasn’t about numbers at all. That was convenient in theory since the local populace was largely illiterate. However, the system turned out to be so convoluted that it would have been easier to learn numbers than to make sense of what they had instead of them. Each building had a sign on it: a square on the left side of the street, and a circle on the right, not unlike all-odd and all-even sides. Besides, the signs were of different colors and had different geometric shapes in the center. All of that was supposed to follow some order, but for all intents and purposes, it didn’t. 
 
      
 
    The reason for that was that some of the buildings didn’t face the street at all, being hidden in the depths of blind residential alleys, and a sign had to be placed on every single one of them. A large two-story building was treated the same for the purpose as a dilapidated shed. There was no system in place for designating extra buildings or marking major ones in any way, either. Besides, as the distance between a given structure and the wider local thoroughfare grew, building assignment to one street or another became more and more illogical and arbitrary. And since there was no general construction plan, finding a specific building became one hell of a conundrum. 
 
      
 
    I quickly realized that it would take me until midday to solve the puzzle, if not longer, and so I decided to abandon my efforts to make sense of that progressive innovation and simply ask the locals directly. However, this turned out to be fraught with difficulties too. Residents seemed absolutely ignorant of what the signs stood for and only maintained them since no one wanted to get fined for not having them on. But given that even the capital of Rava could not be considered anything but a big village, I decided to choose the simplest option. I approached a morbidly obese woman barely managing to move her feet and asked her if she could show me the way to the dwelling of Doyen Khellager. 
 
      
 
    The matron was so surprised by the question that she stood there for two seconds, every inch of her a blinking pillar of salt, and then took off at the speed of an Olympic sprinter, occasionally throwing glances behind her back that would make you think all the ratwolves of the North were chasing her. 
 
      
 
    What was the matter with her, I wondered? I was well-dressed, had an honest mug, and wore a sword. Weapons weren’t merely weapons in Rava, they were also a status symbol. You had to be a somebody if you went around the capital with a piece like that on your belt in broad daylight. 
 
      
 
    I repeated the attempt with a few more townspeople and kept getting the reaction I hadn’t counted on again and again. The only time I got lucky was when an inebriated beggar approached me and tried to sell me “a slightly broken amulet.” The amulet in question was suspiciously like your average sheep’s bone. The drunkard must have known himself his wares looked questionable and thus tried to ramp up the hype, opining that the bone could be a runic artifact. But telling a lie that blatant made even him chuckle, so he made a dismissive gesture and started moving away. 
 
      
 
    I managed to get his interest by flashing a coin that I promised to give him as soon as he told me how to get to the house of Doyen Khellager. I got lucky: he finally gave me a coherent explanation, ending it with an expression of his extreme regret for the dire fate certain to befall me, basically implying I was too young to die. He also asked me to spit in the face of Schlobb the fat ginger I might run into, dead as he might be. Allegedly, Schlobb’s decision to use a certain shortcut resulted in someone never getting the booze he had been promised. 
 
      
 
    The situation was clearly resembling the beginning of a horror B-movie when the main character or a group of extras receive numerous omens and warnings not to go in the direction they had chosen. But they ignore them and walk or drive right into the private property of a mutant cannibal family, the lair of troglodyte zombie aliens, or some other strange place whose owners always welcome guests very warmly. 
 
      
 
    I doubted I had been assigned a part in a movie relying on such banal tropes, but I still remained vigilant as I approached the place. Caution would clearly be warranted in any case since this was anything but a posh neighborhood. I noticed several shady characters looking at me with a very specific interest, and their mugs were so eloquent that if I were a judge I’d give them all five years of hard labor based on their appearance alone. 
 
      
 
    Local pulp novels of the sort favored by Tsass described great heroes’ behavior in such areas in no uncertain terms. They’d kick every door open, talk to the local movers and shakers through their teeth, and kill anyone who so much as looked at them the wrong way with extreme prejudice. In some cases, even those failing to bow low enough at the entrance of the great hero were sent to their maker for sheer impertinence. Such outstanding characters exhibited no human features whatsoever and behaved like gods wielding the highest power in the universe. However, I didn’t live in a novel for naïve young boys and tended to trust other books and stories more, including those where important figures died in an inglorious and often sudden way at the hand of an incomparably weaker opponent. 
 
      
 
    Taking it easy was never an option in this place, even if you were visiting the most carefree part of town. After all, if the local crime lords were too weak to handle a single aristocrat, they would have been eradicated a long time ago. Instead, they lived and thrived. I heard a lot about what was going on in the capital from the Northerners, and saw enough on my way here. 
 
      
 
    But there were no immediate threats in the meantime. No one was trying to poke a hole in my hide with a knife in a narrow side street. The only movement I saw was that of a rat scurrying away as I stepped over yet another pile of trash. But when I saw the house I had been looking for, my hackles rose at once. 
 
      
 
    For one, it looked weird—not unlike one of the pillboxes on the Maginot Line of old, which I am sure you would agree was a tad out of place amidst shacks, sheds, and lean-tos, and then someone tried to camouflage it to make it blend with the buildings around it. I didn’t think much of the disguise though; you didn’t need to be a woodsman to see the difference. 
 
      
 
    But that was a minor thing. What bothered me a lot more was that the closer one came to the place, the larger the piles of trash near it became. It wasn’t that I was such a clean freak, but the entire setup looked as natural as a Catholic priest saying mass in a mosque. And, despite there being so much garbage outside, there weren’t any rats around. 
 
      
 
    Rats were smart critters, back on Earth as well as on Rock. If rodents ignored a place that seemed to be perfect for them, something about it must have certainly been off. It was ironic, but in the end I had to rely on my Deep Necros Scrutiny in the Empire’s safest city, near the entrance to a place where, according to one of the most trustworthy people I knew, I’d be able to get help. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know for sure what exactly I had to look for, but the talent’s settings allowed for using it without any specifics, scanning everything around you. That resulted in an overload of information, some of which was layered in too complex a way to make any sense. Regardless, I managed to quickly locate what was of interest to me. The trash piles concealed linear structures of some sort that formed an enormous cobweb-type pattern. The main “threads” led in the direction of the house, although you couldn’t tell for sure. But I was almost certain that if I came closer, I would find this to be the case. 
 
      
 
    Naturally, there were no spiders involved. It was a different kind of cobweb. What I had in front of me was an enormous force net—apparently, a standard temporal weave of the kind used by modern-day artificers. Though not having enough power or experience to work out its features in detail, I was certain it was an alarm system. It would simply be too costly to go beyond passive control of the area, given its sheer size. Unless, of course, a really powerful clan had an interest in this place. 
 
      
 
    Come to think of it though, even a major clan might find setting up a deadly trap of such magnitude beyond its means. The lines were just too big. There was a lot of wasted, no-expense-spared effort in evidence, and the construction was primitive yet sturdy. For this to be anything but an alarm system, a whole alliance of clans would have to get involved, or perhaps the emperor himself. Even an alarm system of this scale would be prohibitively expensive. It would have taken me many days of working nonstop in my days as a zero to accumulate enough loot to afford something like that. Naturally, I wasn’t an experienced artificer, but I still had a brain and some skills. My initial assessment of the place could not be off by much even under the worst case scenario. 
 
      
 
    I wondered what I should do next. If I just kept moving forward, I’d trigger the alarm as soon as I stepped over one of the lines. Anyone in control of the master circuit would know a guest was approaching. Besides, according to my Deep Necros Scrutiny, in addition to metal signal lines, garbage piles covered other, much less pleasant surprises, such as some primitive traps alongside the perimeter, which where nonetheless dangerous and potentially even deadly. 
 
      
 
    And where there were simple traps, there could be other things, and much nastier ones too. 
 
      
 
    I remembered the strange reaction I got from the locals. It seemed that not only rats tried to avoid the place. The residents, too, stayed away from this veritable mine field. Structures of this sort were at odds with crowds of people wandering across them. This would trigger the system too often, depleting its power resources and incurring an extra charging expense for the owner who must have gotten fed up at some point and devised a way to keep people and rodents away. 
 
      
 
    I definitely wouldn’t want to join their ranks. 
 
      
 
    My skills were insufficient to understand how the structure worked. I didn’t even know how to approach it the right way since I had never come across anything of the sort. Destroying it would be simple though since this wasn’t a runic artifact of the days long gone. This was a fairly modern creation, and the possible operating principles for such a system were limited and well-known—which would make it vulnerable. Heck, perhaps I could even take advantage of it to “charge” myself up, in a manner of speaking. However, I doubted the owner of the house would approve of such vandalism, and I certainly didn’t want to end up on their blacklist even before making their acquaintance.  
 
      
 
    I dallied a little and then took a decisive step forward. I could not see any No Trespassing signs, and there wasn’t even a fence around the place. If the owner really wished to keep strangers away from his not so humble an abode, he would have to put up a visible barrier instead of a carefully-concealed alarm circuit. Therefore, an honest visitor was supposed to approach the door openly and without any misgivings. 
 
      
 
    Deep Necros Scrutiny had an enormous cooldown period. You could shorten it, but that was hard. Or, rather, I had no idea whatsoever how to accomplish that under the circumstances. I was stuck, in a way. What I originally believed to be temporary consequences of strain and excessive exertion back in Clonassis only became more acute going forward. None the wiser as to the scale of that deplorable effect, I barely avoided getting stranded on a desert island without a boat as a result. That was when I realized I could no longer develop my parameters properly—or at all, truth be told. With such laughable progress, it would take me decades just to balance my primary parameters. It was impossible to accelerate the process. The physiological consequences of even the most insignificant upward shifts made me as sick as during my first days at the trading post, or perhaps even worse. Except back then it was the result of a major transformation, whereas now I got affected by every minor thing. 
 
      
 
    I really wanted to scan the building once again to look into the area I hadn’t been able to reach the first time, but waiting until the cooldown period was over a dozen steps away from the door was hardly the best idea. I was inside the circuit at that point, and whoever was controlling it already knew a guest was coming. Therefore, I kept going, kept an innocent look on my face, and hoped my next step wouldn’t trigger some booby trap that my Deep Necros Scrutiny had missed. 
 
      
 
    Was I wrong to have come here? Was it too late to turn back? 
 
      
 
    But if I did turn back and decided to forget about the whole thing, what would I do then? How would I deal with that unknown issue afflicting my progress? I didn’t have the foggiest idea as to how my problem could be solved. None of the books I had read mentioned anything similar to what I was facing. Great Master Tao couldn’t recommend anything, either. 
 
    There may have been fear in my eyes, but my feet kept carrying me forward. I was actually somewhat surprised when I reached the porch and nothing happened. It felt as if I had just crossed a minefield. And whoever put it in spared no mines. 
 
      
 
    Intuition: 
 
    Something’s wrong with the porch. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t need ORDER to tell me that I wouldn’t be able to just walk straight to the door. Woodsman’s hunches were useful in the city too. But I had to admit I had been getting warnings with every step I took over the previous few minutes. Intuition joined in this time too, putting me on notice again. 
 
      
 
    I stopped abruptly, realizing I was in the very situation I tried so hard to avoid—namely, standing in front of the house doing nothing, while its owner or owners were aware of my presence and, possibly, watching me as well.  
 
      
 
    I’d be lucky if it wasn’t through the sights of some weapon. 
 
      
 
    To knock on the door, I’d have to climb six steps and use a special knocker. I wouldn’t be able to reach it from where I stood, on the ground level, and I just knew I didn’t want to set foot on that short flight of stairs. 
 
      
 
    It seemed there was only one thing I could to. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, sir. Or madam. Or whoever you are in there,” I said, my voice loud and clear. “I come as an honest visitor, not an enemy. I’m not looking for trouble. I just need to talk to you.” Back on Earth, I would have also added I was not trying to sell them anything, but they haven’t invented door-to-door sales on Rock yet. 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened. Not a word, not a sound. No reaction whatsoever. Was I working myself up in vain? I tried to imagine how a third-party observer might see the scene: a well-attired young noble talking to a closed door from the bottom of the porch stairs. And in a bad part of town too. Silly, plain out silly. 
 
      
 
    Intuition: 
 
    They can hear you. 
 
      
 
    So they could, couldn’t they? But if the voice of ORDER was right, why wasn’t anyone from the house answering me yet? Was I saying something wrong? 
 
    In that case, I figured I should give it another try. 
 
      
 
    “I know there’s someone inside. I’ve been told Doyen Khellager lives here. Great Master Tao suggested I come visit him, and he is sending his best regards. The Great Master assured me that Doyen Khellager would be delighted to hear news about his old friend. The Great Master wouldn’t have sent just anyone to see someone so dear to him. I am no enemy. I need knowledge, and I’m ready to pay for it. So I really need to see Doyen Khellager, because…” 
 
      
 
    The door creaked, making me shut up at once. A croaking voice said hurriedly, 
 
    “Get up. Be quick about it. Make sure you skip the second and fifth steps.” 
 
     To be honest, even the first step took a huge leap of faith. The fact that nothing bad happened as a result wasn’t particularly reassuring. But I had already come this far. I couldn’t just turn back. 
 
      
 
    The steps were tall and wide, but my legs were long enough, and I had no issues with my joints or ligaments. Skipping the second and fifth steps wasn’t hard at all. 
 
      
 
    The door opened so fast that only my supernatural reflexes allowed me to notice it. A hand as black as the soul of a dyed-in-the-wool necromancer reached out of the sinister darkness of the house and grabbed me.  
 
      
 
    I was inside in a fraction of a second, disoriented and unfocused. Something was wrong. It felt as if I had instantly lost all the ORDER bonuses. I felt weak and my vision became blurry. 
 
      
 
    In another moment, I saw a wizened face above me, framed by a shock of wild, unkempt hair. 
 
      
 
    Two eyes glistening like a madman’s got fixed on my face, looking as if they tried to bore holes in it, while the mouth opened and asked in the same croaking voice, 
 
    “Have you seen them?!” 
 
    “Whom?” 
 
    “What do you mean, whom?! Them!” 
 
    “Who’s ‘them,’ then?” 
 
    “What a silly boy! Have you seen the ones who want to kill me?!” 
 
    “But who wants to kill you?” 
 
      
 
    A thin-lipped mouth moved to my ear and said, with anxiety and unyielding certainty, 
 
    “Everybody!!!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 13 
 
    Not Just Another Mad Scientist 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Paranoia is a very common condition. Many famous historical figures on Earth had been afflicted by it, and in some cases it wasn’t simply a consequence of overly active imagination. It is easy to become paranoid when you are constantly beset by danger. It doesn’t happen overnight, but eventually it does happen. Ergo, that you’ve been diagnosed with paranoia does not mean they are not out to get you, hehe. No, seriously. 
 
      
 
    However, two minutes into the conversation with Khellager it became clear to me the man was a special case. The doyen was convinced that the entire population of Rock had a single purpose in life: play a fast one on him in some sly manner and then subject him to unspeakable acts of cruelty. He was a besieged defender of his fortress, fending off hordes of enemies, and his entire life was built around that.  
 
      
 
    It was odd that the man did have a weak spot for Tao in his heart despite his overall troubled mentality. He trusted the Great Master enough to do something incredible after hearing just a few words and opened the door to his citadel for me. 
 
      
 
    The fortress analogy was indeed very much at home here. The place was nothing if not a fortified stronghold. That it was also a regular dwelling came a distant second. Luckily, the owner didn’t bother hiding anything inside the way he tried to disguise the mere existence of the place. I could see sturdy walls everywhere, reinforced not only with brick, stone, mortar, and iron grills, but also large amulets made of bones, horns, and fangs of every stripe imaginable. You couldn’t instantly identify the specific purpose of each of them, but I assumed they were all more compact and advanced versions of the security circuit in front of the house. In other words, even if you did manage to get inside, one or more of those contraptions would tell the owner someone was getting close. 
 
      
 
    As I was taking in the décor, Khellager dragged me deeper into the house. And it wasn’t somewhere you could get all that easily. It seemed the brave doyen had done all he could to give the hypothetical invaders a hard time finding his inner sanctum. It was a veritable labyrinth with dead-end passages, traps, hidden entryways, and hatches you had to step over. All in all, there were plenty of things around to confuse an unwelcome visitor, and if they got particularly unlucky, they might get confused to death. 
 
      
 
    All along the way, the doyen kept asking me about Great Master Tao. I got the impression that his acquaintance with Tao was the only bright spot in his otherwise gloomy and troubled existence. 
 
      
 
    Khellager led me into what looked like an unassuming drawing room with stationary multi-charge fortress crossbows capable of shooting a dozen bolts at once, strategically positioned in three of its corners. In the fourth corner, there was a tall iron cage covered with a filthy blanket. I wondered if my host kept his favorite canary there, and if he did, I knew I would never be tempted to hand-feed the glorious creature. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the room was almost completely occupied by an enormous table surrounded with chairs. That was the most surprising thing about the house I had seen so far. Somehow, it didn’t seem too plausible that the owner was getting many visitors. Besides, the way he looked and behaved made one think he’d feel more at home sitting on an iron stool screwed tight to a stone floor. 
 
      
 
    “Have a seat, boy. And please tell me how my old friend Tao’s daughter is doing?” 
 
    “She’s doing fine,” I answered, about to sit down. 
 
    “Stop!” Khellager barked, making me freeze in a rather uncomfortable position. “Don’t sit on this chair. Or that one. And see the one over there? Don’t so much as touch it.” 
 
    “I get it,” I said, feeling I was traversing a mine field once again. 
 
    “So, why aren’t you answering? Tell me how she is!” 
 
    “I’ve told you. She’s fine.” 
 
    “How can you say that? She’s ill, and there’s no cure for her ailment. The poor thing has been this way since birth. Are you trying to deceive me, you brat?!” 
 
    “I’ve been telling you the truth. A cure has been found. A new cure. It was found just recently, but it already had a great effect on her condition. She’s much better now, and the worst is over,” I said, sitting down with great caution. 
 
    “There is no cure for this illness,” Khellager’s eyes took on a look that would give anyone the shivers. 
 
      
 
    I hastened to explain myself. 
 
      
 
    “If you really are close with Master Tao, you certainly know the reason why he relocated to the east. It wasn’t a wild fancy. That was the only place where he hoped to find something that would help his daughter.” 
 
    “And you’re telling me he’s found it?” Khellager asked, still sounding wary, but with threatening notes gone from his voice this time. 
 
    “He has. With some help from me.” 
 
    “That’s excellent news!” The doyen looked cheerful at once. “Give me a moment, boy. I have some candied fruit here. I just hope I don’t mix them up. The ones on this shelf here are poisoned. There are good ones on the other shelf too, but not all of them. That’s a really neat trick for when someone breaks into your house. They might get hungry, but they have no way of knowing the poisoned fruit from the edible ones. Oh, and what’s in this bowl anyway…” 
 
      
 
    I stopped being reticent and just jabbered away. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks a lot for your offer of refreshments, but I’d rather decline. I don’t have much of a sweet tooth anyway. And I’m not a boy. I mean, not a little boy. I have business with you, and it’s important.” 
 
      
 
    Khellager twitched suddenly, jumping back to the wall, hitting it with an elbow, and swiftly grabbing an enormous poleax that seemed to have appeared out of thin air; then he assumed a fighting stance, which seemed totally unreal, given his general appearance. The reclusive wizard really reminded me of Doc Brown from the Back to the Future series. Not exactly a double, but you could instantly see the likeness. 
 
      
 
    So imagine Doc Brown, his face a great deal older, but the body and mannerisms remaining the same, clothed in something like a singularly filthy cassock and wielding an enormous poleax. The weapon looked truly surreal. I had only seen things like that in Chinese video games back during my first childhood. Some folks just liked NBA-sized video characters wielding enormous clubs and such. 
 
      
 
    Anyhow, I hope you are getting the picture. Me, I wasn’t laughing though. There was a madman gunning for me, and I had no idea what he was capable of. Even assuming his parameters and fighting skills were not as high as mine, he was in his own bailiwick, and, as the Russians put it, at home even the walls help. 
 
      
 
    It took me some effort to overcome the sudden urge to jump over the table and all those suspicious chairs, pulling my sword out while I did. I raised my hands in a placating gesture instead. 
 
      
 
    “Doyen, please don’t forget I’ve been sent to you by Great Master Tao. I am no enemy of yours.” 
 
      
 
    It didn’t ease the man’s paranoia, but at least he didn’t attack me at once. 
 
    His eyes bored holes in me as he asked a trick question. 
 
      
 
    “Is Tao’s hunting house on the hill square or rectangular?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “The one I found him in was round. I don’t know about any others. If you mean the one where his wife, daughter, and servants live, it’s in the valley, not on the hill.” 
 
    “And why would you scorn the sweets that I offered?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, what does scorn have to do with it? I didn’t come here to stuff myself with sweets. I have something important to discuss.” 
 
      
 
    Not the courtliest of answers, especially towards the end of it. But something was telling me that my chances of surviving this conversation would be higher if I spoke plainly and didn’t take too long to say what I wanted. 
 
      
 
    “So what’s that business you say you have with me?” At least some of the tension was now draining from Khellager’s voice. 
 
    “I’ve run into an unusual problem. When I told the Great Master about it, he said you were the only person in Rava who could help me, and, possibly, the only such person on Rock. Since I had to come to the capital, at any rate, I decided to pay you a visit too.” I noticed rage building up in the old man’s gaze again, so I hastily made a brief assessment of our conversation, and added, “Yes, I have already told you that I parted ways with the Great Master a while ago. I couldn’t have possibly visited you any earlier. Getting here has taken me a while. Besides, I’m a student at the Steel Palace of Crimson Glass, and going outside is not easy. Today is the first time I got a town leave, and I hurried to your place at once.” 
 
    “What?!” Khellager whooped. He started laughing and put down his poleax at last. 
 
      
 
    Laughter was the last thing I expected from this person, and it caught me by surprise. I didn’t think he had even the smallest funny bone in him. 
 
    The doyen kept on chuckling as he walked around, placed a bowl with pieces of candied fruit on the table in front of him, tossed a few into his mouth and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I must confess I am intrigued. The Steel Palace is a rat cage, only instead of rats they gather young snobs from all over Rava there. The difference isn’t that great, however. I would genuinely like to know why a student from a place as worthless as that would want to see me, the only intelligent person in this whole empire.” 
 
      
 
    So it wasn’t just paranoia, after all. It clearly came with a side order of megalomania too. What a charming collection of mental health issues!  
 
      
 
    I wondered whether the Great Master would really have sent me to see a complete nutjob. But this seemed to be the right address, and the man acknowledged his acquaintance with Tao. 
 
      
 
    “Speak up, boy! What kind of business do you have with me? Move a little to the left, I need to see all the avenues of approach. Don’t get in the way. So, what is it? Tell me!” 
 
    “I have a rather unusual problem…” I started, only to get interrupted at once. 
 
    “I don’t want your ideas about it. I need facts.” 
 
    “All right. I can’t develop any parameters. Or, rather, I can, but only very slowly and painfully.” 
 
    “What kind of parameters, boy?” 
 
    “All of them—attributes, skills, and states. This makes progress difficult. Very difficult indeed.” 
 
    “I assume it’s not just the matter of development being costly. What exactly is the problem?” 
 
    “Progress is painful. And it’s not even just pain. I become a complete wreck for a while.” 
 
    “Do you try to take giant steps or develop several areas of ORDER at once?” Khellager asked in a no-nonsense manner. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the thing. Neither. I can’t even raise a single parameter by a single point because it’s incredibly risky. It might put me out of commission for two days or more. And if I tried with more parameters… The very thought makes me shiver.” 
 
    “Some children exhibit similar symptoms,” Khellager said, pensively. “It happens very rarely. I’ve only read about it. And that only happens if people try to use very rare loot to accelerate their progress. You’re not quite a grownup yet, but you aren’t a child, either. Something’s wrong with you…” 
 
    “Exactly,” I nodded. “Everything’s wrong. We pondered it together with Master Tao, but never came to any conclusion. He said it was balderdash, and none of this should be happening. But he still didn’t tell me what to do about it. 
 
    “Oh, that good, old Tao,” Khellager said, fondly, and then immediately barked like some Gestapo henchman from a WWII movie, “But you can’t fool me!” 
 
    “What’s wrong now?” I sighed,. 
 
    “Your ORDER is a mere façade for idiots. And you forgot you are talking to a living incarnation of wisdom. Did you really think you could pull wool over my eyes, you despicable brat?” 
 
      
 
    I hurried to offer my explanation. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, most esteemed Doyen Khellager, it was the furthest thing from my mind. It’s just a safety measure. You protect your house, and I have to protect myself. How did you even figure my ORDER parameters were a façade? With all due respect to your wisdom, how?! I’m hiding it really well.” 
 
    “I am indeed wise,” a flattered Khellager nodded. “My skill is insufficient to reveal everything about you at once, but it’s not just about my skills alone. It’s the place too. Look around you. See? I’ve built this house myself. It helps me with lots of things. And it’s helping me here with you. I see your false ORDER. The false front looks strong, but not strong enough to attract unnecessary attention. I think there are lots of folks with much higher parameters in that cesspit where you have for some reason decided to study. But tell me, boy, have you ever played tou-to? 
 
      
 
    I nodded silently, confirming my familiarity with the local game that resembled unnecessarily complicated chess. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent, my boy, excellent. And now imagine the armies of Chaos and ORDER lined up on the board, but Chaos has Necros with its back to the center, and there are four flame hounds at the left fracture instead of three. What’s going to happen?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “It’s hard to tell. Hounds aren’t strong enough for this to be a serious strength boost, and it would take two turns to turn Necros around. Necros is one of the main pieces, and the only one capable of creating other pieces. So Chaos hasn’t really got an advantage. The parties still engage on equal terms. 
 
      
 
    Khellager winced. 
 
      
 
    “I expected a different answer. You were supposed to say that an experienced player would instantly see that the setup was incorrect.” 
 
    “That much is obvious,” I nodded. 
 
    “So that’s what you should have said instead of babbling inanities about strategy. I see something wrong about the placement of your ORDER numbers, boy. I don’t yet know what it is, but I know it’s off somehow. Your numbers are very simple, very well-balanced, and very plausible. But things never work that way in reality. It’s as if someone has copied a textbook example, and textbooks are often stupid, along with all the examples they contain. You have several layers of disguise, and you’re trying to make it look as though the Primordial Temple’s seal conceals your real numbers. I, however, am of the opinion that it’s all a sham, and that there’s more underneath, hidden in some really unusual way. So if you really want me to help you, it would behoove you to stop deceiving me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t! You haven’t given me enough time to explain anything.” 
 
    “Good, good. I hope Tao made you realize that his friends needn’t hide anything from me. Nothing said within these walls will leave them while I’m alive. And walls cannot record our words, so our conversation will die with me. So, what’s the matter with your ORDER? I’m certain there’s something wrong with it, but I can’t prove it. It’s just indirect bits and pieces that give you away. Such as clashing unbalanced attributes. I knew a few idiots who would invest nearly everything in Agility. The result was most entertaining. And miserable, of course. So, will you share just what is wrong with you there? If you intend to clam up, you might as well do it outside. I can’t help where I can’t see anything.” 
 
    “I’m not clamming up. I just don’t know how to explain it.” 
 
    “Just tell it like it is.” 
 
    “You can see my parameters, right? Perhaps, it would be easier if I opened them? It would take me a whole day and then some to explain, so it’s best that you take a look at everything yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you’ve managed to conceal it so well, but, sure, open it up, boy. I’m really curious to take a look now. I know old Tao like the back of my own hand. He wouldn’t have bothered me with a simple case.” 
 
      
 
    So I did what I was extremely reluctant to do. I took off the amulet, which was almost useless anyway. It only created the impression I was hiding something, but it helped in that without it, they might suspect me of concealing information in other ways. Then I switched off the carefully-constructed set of false parameters and did the same to the veil I received after breaking the Primordial Temple’s record—the tricky disguise that the doyen had suspected me of having but couldn’t prove I had. 
 
      
 
    There was silence. Khellager froze without making a single move. He wasn’t even looking at me; he was looking right through me with glassy eyes. 
 
      
 
    A minute went by, followed by another, and then a third. 
 
      
 
    I began feeling uncomfortable. Did the doyen get a heart attack at the sight of my true parameters? Or was he trying to count them all one by one? That would take a while. If you wrote all of them down, it would take quite a few sheets of parchment. 
 
      
 
    Finally there was a flicker of life in Khellager’s eyes. He exhaled sharply, reclined on the back of the chair, and gave me a gaze of a heavily constipated owl. 
 
      
 
    “You aren’t a boy! You’re Necros’ spawn!” 
 
    “Nothing of the sort! We aren’t remotely related! I object to the very implication!” 
 
    “Don’t give me any of that. There is something of Necros in you!” 
 
    “If you mean the talents, it’s just minor stuff. What about it? I killed Necros fair and square!” 
 
    “Killed?! Fair and square?! Boy, I almost believe you! What you have isn’t ORDER! It’s a total shit show! A Chaos shit show! Pardon the profanity, but what I have just seen baffles me completely! It’s too much even for a mind as great as mine. It’s just impossible! No one could ever develop their very first Degrees of Enlightenment that fully! How?! Even the greatest of heroes began growing prodigiously a lot later in life, and definitely not before they received their first Key of Power! This is mind-boggling! Completely unbelievable! And your embodiments! They’re all ideal, starting with the very first of the attributes! How is any of that even possible?!” 
 
    “Do you think my problems result from high initial parameters?” I asked, voicing one of my many versions. 
 
    “Boy, I cannot think at all at the moment. I am intellectually drained. I have the greatest mind in this world, and even I find you too much of a mental challenge.” 
 
      
 
    Khellager rummaged in the bowl again, grabbed a few pieces of candied fruit, popped them in his mouth, and swallowed mechanically, without even bothering to chew. 
 
      
 
    Then he checked himself and moved the bowl to me. 
 
      
 
    “Here, boy, help yourself to some sweets while I ponder what has just been revealed to me.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s a safe bowl?” I inquired. 
 
    “What? How can a clay bowl be unsafe?” Khellager mumbled absent-mindedly. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know for sure, but I remember you said something about poison…” 
 
    “Poison… poison… bowl… poison… bowl…” The doyen’s mumbling became completely discombobulated. Then he jerked, as if suddenly awakening from his trance.  
 
    “What is this?!” he yelled. “It’s the wrong bowl! Wrong bowl! Where’s the antidote? Where’s the goddamn antidote?! Where could I put it? The green vial! I need the green vial! Look for it, boy! Quickly! Just make sure you don’t rummage in that closet! And don’t even think of touching those shelves!” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 14 
 
    A Challenge for Khellager 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My leave was only valid for daylight hours, and I knew that I was going to be punished if I were late. I would lose points at the very least, or, worst come to worst, they’d just ground me for an indefinite period of time. However, Khellager behaved like a steel wall under a barrage of peas from a pea-shooter, and the peas in question were all my arguments and pleas. 
 
      
 
    The doyen’s appearance reflected his general attitude. Doyens were specialists resembling scientists on Earth, the difference being that they used ORDER, which was unavailable to researchers back home. People like Khellager developed their parameters primarily to expand their ability to perceive and conduct research. 
 
      
 
    To put it in more familiar terms, imagine Archimedes endowed with enhanced omnidirectional vision enabling him to use his left eye as a microscope and his right as a telescope. He would also be able to use his ears as Geiger counters and measure electrical resistance with his fingers, while his breath would be able to accelerate particles. Do you think the ancient scientist would have been able to resist the temptation to obtain such study and observation tools inaccessible to other people of his era? He would have likely killed for those—and then killed again! 
 
      
 
    Local doyens tried to do something similar to themselves, and they were primarily interested in anything that might help them study ORDER. No surprises there; after all, ORDER permeated the life of every creature on the face of Rock, including the non-sentient species. The snow spider was the only exception; however, even that was a mere assumption on my part, based on the fact that this exceptionally rare prey didn’t drop any loot. I didn’t have any concrete evidence to the contrary. 
 
      
 
    What Khellager used on me was the equivalent of a Hubble telescope, a scanning microscope, and a state-of-the-art planetary exploration drone—all in one. Before I could so much as squeak, this inquisitive fanatic nearly disassembled me into atoms. He didn’t only get up to his elbows into my actual ORDER but instantly saw that something was wrong with me from the beginning and demanded explanations. And before I could give him any, he pounced on what I said about my development having only started two years earlier, with everything before that being just one major case of permanent disability. And he didn’t just pounce on it—he confidently declared that it must have been Chaos itself or some other such devious entity that possessed me then. He said he knew there had to be a catch somewhere. 
 
      
 
    I had no intention to disclose to anyone that this wasn’t my first life, and it took me an enormous effort to ignore Khellager’s incessant probing with a straight face. In the end, I don’t think I managed to fully convince the man that I didn’t have some completely outlandish secret to hide, but it would probably make no difference either way. Yes, he was that paranoid. Besides, the doyen quickly switched from the theory that I was possessed to something different, and then something else still, each of his new ideas just about as unorthodox as the previous one. I neither confirmed not denied any of them. 
 
      
 
    Once his initial excitement subsided a bit, Khellager proceeded with what any respectable scientist should have done—collecting data. My parameters were written down, checked, and double-checked. The doyen also wanted me to provide a detailed chronology of what I opened and received, how I did it, and in what order. I gave him an exhaustive account of my accomplishments at zero degree. That period of my life interested Khellager just as much as my birth. But if there wasn’t much I could tell him about the latter, I had enough information to share about the former. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t reveal the location of the Primordial Temple in Clonassis, only saying that I had passed my challenge in an unusual way with extra challenges. Oddly, Khellager didn’t try to dig deeper on that particular subject. He only recorded meticulously what I had opened before the Circles of Power and in what sequence. He inquired about every single attribute embodiment point without commenting or asking about the sheer volume of resources used. 
 
      
 
    We did run into a different problem, though. ORDER records often contained gaps and errors even when they were relatively recent. As for older ones, they could easily border on the indecipherable. And there was no way I could possibly recall everything in such detail. The doyen didn’t believe me and kept on asking again and again, approaching the issue from different angles. He even made me drink some dodgy-looking elixir used to awaken forgotten memories. I was extremely reluctant to ingest any liquids or solids in Khellager’s home for obvious reasons. But it would be impossible to object in this case. 
 
      
 
    My account of each of my individual achievements might have been sketchy at best, but all this questioning and information gathering stretched for hours. At some point, I tried to tell the man it was time for me to get back to school. If he still had any questions left, we could deal with them during my next visit. I was really reluctant to get a major demerit. 
 
      
 
    However, Khellager wouldn’t rest until I told him about what had happened during our excursion into the shard of Life. He was particularly interested in how I felt and my subsequent attempts to develop something from that Power’s arsenal. 
 
      
 
    I hurriedly told him I had never even tried to open anything. I had every reason to fear that the attributes of a rare power I hadn’t experienced before would overstrain my miraculously weakened ORDER. The doyen then proceeded with what he called “a small experiment”. I had to raise one of my simplest talents by one point, which would be something I hadn’t done in a while. Each of my relatively recent attempts at progress resulted in horrible pain and exhaustion, making me slow down. 
 
      
 
    My life was fraught with all kinds of dangers and complications and I couldn’t afford to suddenly get weak or faint. I tried to explain that to Khellager time and again, also mentioning that no elixir I tried to alleviate the problem proved particularly effective. It seemed the side effects of continuous progress could no longer be mitigated by any medicines. But the doyen was relentless. I had to do it, and that was the end of it. 
 
      
 
    I do have to admit that under his control, it all went down smoothly enough. I didn’t lose consciousness or get so muddled from exhaustion I’d be unable to think clearly. But I still got hit hard and had to lie down on his couch, panting like a blown horse. Then I just lay there for a while, holding on to my head with both my hands, feeling as though an invisible blacksmith was trying to break my skull with heavy and painful hammer blows. 
 
      
 
    It took Khellager long enough to realize he was experimenting on a real live teenager and not a mannequin, and that the experiments were no walk in the park for the subject. The doyen gave me two more elixirs and a warning that one of them had a strong diuretic side effect, which would give me a troubled night. But the pain did abate considerably, as well as this perfidious weakness. 
 
      
 
    I flatly declined any further experiments. Miraculously, Khellager did not insist. I was both scared and in a hurry, having lost a lot of time. And there was no way of telling just how troubled a night I was in for. And the doyen’s elixirs had absolutely nothing to do with it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We parted as friends. Well, almost. Khellager assured me he’d engage the entire body of knowledge he had amassed over the course of his long and productive life. He would study everything he had learned from me, analyzing every single number in great detail. And he would definitely find out how to help me with my ORDER progress. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you doubt it, boy, I feel the answer is somewhere really near. I’ll definitely grab it, and we’ll sort everything out. Your case is interesting, but it isn’t hopeless. Come back in a week, we’ll have a lot of work to do.” 
 
    “Any chance you could sort things out without me?” I asked, following the doyen along the meandering path out of the house. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to make it in a week. One needs to stay among the top-scoring students to be eligible to go out, and I have already spent lots of points today. It would be around two weeks, most likely.” 
 
    “No, boy. Try to come quicker, this will all be impossible without you. You’re both the lock and the key here, and I’ll need you. So, when exactly will you be able to come next time?” 
 
    “An hour ago I would have been able to give you a definite answer, but right now, I don’t know. There’s no way I’ll make it back to the Steel Palace before it gets dark. So I’ll get a demerit, in which case it’s unclear just when they’ll let me out again.” 
 
    “Greedy frauds,” Khellager sneered. “Have you seen a palace there? Nobody has. There never was one. Just more bullshit on behalf of the Imperial family.” 
 
    “You’re not that fond of the Emperor, eh?” 
 
    “Why should I be fond of him? Working for his family gives you no reason to get all mushy about them, you know.” 
 
    “You work for them?!” I was astounded. 
 
    “I do. What, you surprised, boy?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing, really. I was just thinking that people of your standing… I mean, those who work for the Royal Family, live…um… a little differently. I mean, closer to the Imperial Quarter and all that, you know. Oh well. It’s none of my business anyway. And there’s a lot I am getting now too.” 
 
    “What exactly are you getting?” 
 
    “Doyen Khellager, please don’t take offense at my words, but you lead an unusual lifestyle. People see your house as… Pardon my directness, but they think it’s a cannibal’s lair. No one wanted to tell me the way. They’d start shaking with fear the first time I mentioned your name. It took a drunk bum, no learned scholar, he, to tell me which way to go, and even that one complained, saying a drinking buddy of his had disappeared and suffered a horrible fate somewhere in the vicinity of your house. The bum implied you played a part in it, and he said a lot of other things too. With a reputation like that, one usually gets visits from the guards. That’s why I said I get it. I realize now why the guards never come. You’re one of the Emperor’s people, so they give you some leeway.” 
 
    “So it was just that one bum that made you realize all that? Well, you’ve got quite an imagination, boy.” 
 
    “You mean you weren’t involved in that drunkard’s disappearance?” 
 
    “Of course I was involved!” 
 
    “And… what did you do to him?” I asked, not really too eager to hear the answer.  
 
      
 
    I wouldn’t want to think of my new acquaintance as a murderer. 
 
    Khellager seemed unperturbed. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, nothing in particular. He spent two days in my comfortable cage. I had constructed it for this very purpose. It can hold a single person rather comfortably, if in somewhat cramped conditions.” 
 
    “Why did you lock him up?” 
 
    “He kept hanging out near my house, and that’s always suspicious. Don’t worry, boy, nothing particularly unpleasant happened to him. I asked him some questions, which he was only too happy to answer. A few of my physiological experiments did him a world of good. Actually, his liver was in a horrible state, and still needs to be treated with care. Then I got tired of him, and he didn’t mean any harm anyway, so I just threw him out into the rain. He actually seemed quite happy about it. He kept bowing and telling me he’d never touch alcohol again in his life. He must have stayed true to his word and is likely avoiding his old company. So his old drinking buddies have lost him. All right, boy. Be careful out there. Only inside is safe. Outside… they’re everywhere!” 
 
    “Who’s ‘they?’” 
 
    “What do you mean, who? Enemies. Don’t forget about them. And get back as soon as you can. I think I’ll have my first results in a few days.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. “You were saying my case was unique. How can you expect to study something unprecedented in such a short time?” 
 
    “This world is old. Everything that seems new here has already happened at some point, and everything conforms to the same laws. I know many of the laws, and I’ll try to think of historical precedents too. No task is too hard for me. All right, that’s it, boy. Get going. And remember! Out there everything’s teeming with foes! They’re everywhere!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Walking down the city streets in the congealing dusk, I wondered what having finally met the doyen could potentially mean for me. Could I trust what he was telling me, or was visiting the lair of this clearly insane wise man an altogether bad idea? What did I know about doyens anyway? First of all, “doyen” wasn’t a particularly befitting term, but more like another attempt on my part to find some suitable analogy from my former life on Earth. The original Ravan word could be translated as “one who searches for that which is obscured to all,” or “one who intensely ponders all things arcane.” The locals, with their never-ending love of pomposity and grandiloquence used such high-flown terms liberally, which was the case here too. Word for word, inasmuch as linguistic differences permitted, a doyen would be “one who scrutinizes that which is hidden underneath the veil of vanity that covers the essence of events and things with a hundred-eyed mind.” So Khellager could be referred to as the Scrutinizer Extraordinaire, I chuckled as I moved along.  
 
      
 
    I had never encountered any “scientists of Rock” before, but I knew they were held in great esteem in Rava and a number of other lands. There were few people like Khellager in the world, and they were truly unique. You couldn’t call them celebrities or “Rock stars” (I smiled at that thought slightly too), since their very existence wasn’t advertised, and everyone with an interest had to rely on what was generally known, which, by default, amounted to nothing more than rumors. 
 
      
 
    With information being so scarce, I knew virtually nothing about what those “scrutinizers” were capable of. The books I read contained nothing but occasional tidbits, most of them contradictory at best. Some described doyens as useless quacks, while others believed them to be the secret rulers of the world and heads of the “shadow government”. As it usually happens, both assumptions were likely to be incorrect, with the truth lying somewhere in between. 
 
      
 
    Once again, though, this was nothing but mere speculation. 
 
      
 
    All I could say for certain was that Khellager did wield some influence. He wasn’t a mere madman locked up in a house with sturdy walls, surrounded by sophisticated traps and alarm systems. He was indeed a well-respected man. Even though I was hopelessly late, I still managed to find out a few things about him on my way out of the quarter—by way of strategically deploying a few coins and plentiful eloquence. The locals didn’t merely fear the doyen like the plague; they were well aware he was a welcome guest at the Imperial Quarter. And that counted for a lot here. No matter what this weirdo would do, complaining about him to the guards was considered unadvisable. You’d have to either suck it up and carry on or go directly to some big mover or shaker. And those never really did any business with beggars. So, since nothing could really be done about the neighborhood paranoiac, he was considered best ignored, and studiously avoided. 
 
      
 
    Once again, I wondered if Khellager could actually help me, which, come think of it, was a stupid question. He had already helped me. The doyen kept making disparaging remarks about the Steel Palace, clearly having a bone to pick with the place. The way he talked about it made one think he had suffered some horrible trauma there at an earlier age, what with his pure and blatant hatred of that venerable institution. That said, some of his quips about the school had morsels of useful information in them. 
 
      
 
    For example, I found out that the point system was balderdash, as Master Tao would put it. Staying just a little above zero would be perfectly enough for me to carry out my basic plan. A laggard like that would find it hard to get into town or do what I had initially come to this school for, but nothing was impossible. Besides, by pursuing my main objective I would soon be able to get lots of points, given my abilities. 
 
      
 
    Thus, there was no need for me to go all-out for every extra point, even though it was desirable. It wouldn’t be that hard for me to do, but I’d still prefer not to reveal all my abilities for everyone to see. As it is, I was suspicious enough as a “mystery man out of nowhere”. Rava was a large enough empire, but nobles usually knew one another; there weren’t that many of them altogether. The rules forbade us to reveal our true identities, but the ban was but a formality, and a student remaining incognito after a while was an eyesore. The more successful such a student was, the more questions arouse. So I had to continue keeping my main trump cards secret and still somehow avoid finding myself at the bottom of the heap. I was making the grade so far, but it was nice to know that if I slowed down, it wouldn’t necessarily mean a catastrophic end of my grand plan. 
 
      
 
    But why would I start losing points all of a sudden? Well, physical ailments accompanying any attempts at progress could be a reason. For instance, I was already barely able to move after adding a single point to a talent as an experiment. It felt like I had been working double shifts as a porter for a week. Oh, but of course, the doyen just had to see for himself how his test subject would react. 
 
      
 
    And now I had to deal with the consequences. 
 
      
 
    I felt I really didn’t want to go back to that strange house. Khellager could easily make this experiment more and more complex, squeezing me like a lemon. Even minimal progress would affect my overall condition for a while, which would be detrimental to my studies. Losing points would then closely follow. 
 
      
 
    Incidentally, I was feeling a lot worse than it first seemed when I was saying my goodbyes to Khellager. I could barely stay on my feet and sorely regretted not having looked for a ride at once. And now, there were no cabs in sight.  
 
      
 
    A single point added to a basic talent made me a near-total wreck. No, this wasn’t much fun at all. 
 
      
 
    To take it easy on myself, on the last leg of my journey, I took a shortcut through a dark alley, narrow enough to make me claustrophobic, even though I never felt that way even in the narrowest mine tunnels in the North. Luckily, I didn’t have to rub the walls with my elbows for long. The alley widened shortly, leading to a larger venue that even had a small turnout area for two carts going in the opposite directions to be able to pass each other. It was easier to walk there, or at least I didn’t risk falling off the narrow sidewalk and into the near-endless stream of garbage and human waste covering what passed for a roadway here. 
 
      
 
    How did the Empire tolerate all that filth? And just two steps away from the Steel Palace, its most distinguished school! What an outrage! 
 
      
 
    I suddenly remembered that the wild-looking girl appeared from this very sinister alley, with her eyes half-mad, covered in blood, and wielding two swords. And, for some reason, I kept running into her under strange circumstances since day one, as if some higher power was trying to bring us together. Not that I believed in higher powers doing things like that, but there was doubtlessly a certain pattern to it all. 
 
      
 
    So why did she choose such an unlikely avenue of approach? And what happened to her here? I was experienced enough to be able to tell fresh blood from that spilled half an hour before. The battle she walked away from, alive, even if somewhat worse for the wear, may have happened right here, and one of her swords must have been captured from the enemy. Unfortunately, I didn’t pay the piece much attention then. It was only later that I realized it could not possibly be her own weapon. Her fighting style was totally different, and she also held that filthy blade as if it was a slithering viper. The best explanation would be that the weapon had been wrested away from somebody else. That would answer most of the questions. 
 
    Except for the most important one. 
 
      
 
    I still had no idea whom exactly she had to fight. It may have been nothing but wanton curiosity, of course, but information was always useful. Besides, that sword felt like a splinter in my mind now. I knew I should have really had a better look at it back then, especially seeing that now, in hindsight, it did not only seem familiar but was clearly coming across as a harbinger of trouble approaching. But we all know, of course, how much sharper one’s vision becomes in hindsight. 
 
      
 
    Naturally, I was staring at the girl herself at the time, and she was never seen with that captured weapon again. Her own sword, the one she wore in school, was a traditional Imperial type, just like everybody else’s.  
 
    Still, who could have known? 
 
      
 
    The street narrowed again, but then the walls parted almost immediately, revealing a reasonably large open area inside a solid ring of sinister-looking houses, their rooftops extending far into the street. That was where I finally saw the sword I had been thinking about, and there were quite a few of them on display at the same time. Unfortunately, they were all attached to what looked like fairly well-trained hands, their owners now focusing their undivided attention on me. And in my current state, having been completely exhausted by the doyen’s experiments, I was blatantly unprepared to fight. 
 
      
 
    Khellager was right, after all. 
 
    Enemies were everywhere.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 15 
 
    Blasts From the Past 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Childhood fears always have an irrational power over you. Someone who loses the last of his family, not that numerous to begin with, in their early teens, won’t just remember it for life—they’d remember it in great detail. That kind of trauma was the real deal. And when running into a living reminder of such a tragedy in the middle of a dark alley, one could react in a number of different ways, quite a few of them involving stupor, panic, or an utter mental breakdown. 
 
      
 
    However, my case was different. My family wasn’t my actual family, and I was only a teenager inasmuch as my body was concerned. In addition to living in this world for over a decade by that point, I had had a life on Earth spanning some two dozen years, before being plucked out of it and replanted on Rock in a horribly unceremonious manner. 
 
      
 
    I would be lying if I said that what I experienced on the night my home was attacked didn’t affect me at all; it did, and in a major way too, since those events, as it turned out, were merely a prelude to what happened to be an entirely new life. My third—or, rather, a functional second. The miserable existence dragging from my first day on Rock was just that, miserable, and devoid of any prospects. The first hints of a possible future were only revealed to me on that night of bloodshed. 
 
      
 
    I made a lot of progress since then. My vague mental apparitions and hidden desires of that time became the bulwarks of a solid plan—the kind that could help me rise to the heights where few of this world’s movers and shakers would be able to reach me. And if I managed to stake my claim up there, anyone trying to screw with me would soon wish they hadn’t. That’s what I was really after. To be sure, complete safety in Rock was a luxury that not even the Emperor of Rava could afford. Yet, if everything worked right for me, I’d get really close to it. Very close indeed. 
 
      
 
    As my far-reaching plans made me focus on the future, the images of the past dimmed, including the brightest and most important ones among them. That was why I failed to recognize the sword in the strange girl’s hand when I arrived at the Steel Palace. My subconscious must have suggested that the item was familiar, but the circumstances under which I saw it that time were completely out of sync with the traumatic memories of my past. The situation was different, and the girl looked nothing like those black-clad men. And a lot of time had passed since then too. That was why, perhaps, my mind failed to make the connection. 
 
      
 
    These ninjaesque characters, on the other hand, looked just like the ones I remembered from that fateful night. It was them all right. While anyone could wear black clothes, gloves, and protective headgear that only left a slit for the eyes uncovered, motorcycle helmet-style, the tight linear battle formation this bunch was maintaining and the way they held their uncannily curved swords were a dead giveaway this was no stray back alley mugging. 
 
      
 
    These guys could not possibly be blocking the alley just to shake a few coins from every single student coming through, starting with that girl. Things just didn’t work that way. Which meant they must have come for me. They finally found me. 
 
      
 
    How? I had no idea. Besides, it was a moot question at the moment. 
 
      
 
    The identity of the good folks that visited the Crow manor on that fateful night was one of my special interests over the previous two years. For obvious reasons, I couldn’t express it openly, but I still managed to gather some information. Not a lot, but what I did learn left precious little ground for optimism. 
 
      
 
    These guys were known as the Faceless Ones, although, once again, my translation of the original term leaves much to be desired. They were not really ninjas, and they were no commandos slash rangers slash Navy Seals. There just wasn’t a suitable term on Earth, period. Their unofficial moniker was mostly used by commoners who simply knew no better. But whatever their real name, all I needed to know at the moment was that I was facing a bunch of highly trained assassins one didn’t usually talk about after nightfall in Rava and preferred not to mention during the day, either. It was supposed to be bad luck. 
 
      
 
    Rumor had it that the Faceless Ones had all kinds of special abilities and engaged in nefarious activities of every stripe imaginable. Some believed them to be the secret rulers of the world, on a par with the Royal Family. Others opined they were simply one of Rava’s organized crime groups that got famous on the strength of properly handled publicity. 
 
      
 
    But everybody agreed on one thing: the Faceless Ones weren’t just paid for looking good in their impressive garb. Those mercenaries had many different talents, although they were particularly famous for being incredibly good assassins. If they came for you, you were doomed, unless you had some serious help. The best thing anyone they were after could do was write a will and get their other affairs in order. Just in case.  
 
      
 
    So, anyway, I was now facing four extremely dangerous opponents: four figures in black with unusual swords, all of them standing still at the moment. That was what I needed to focus on instead of dwelling on the past. 
 
      
 
    So I did, wondering what to do next. 
 
    My prospects were nebulous. I wasn’t in my best shape, to put it mildly, and I wasn’t ready for battle, either. Plus I wasn’t armed all that well and had no armor on. Those good folks, on the other hand, were more than ready. I wouldn’t be as easy a target as they might think, but my talents weren’t in their top shape right now. I could really use some backup. 
 
      
 
    The best backup possible would be my Necros trooper. I didn’t know yet what kind of abilities these mystery assassins had, but something was telling me they’d be in for a nice surprise. The shadow could make minced meat out of a few dozen of their ilk without breaking a sweat, and it would hardly need any help from me. Unfortunately, summoning the wraith was anything but easy. I would first need to spill some blood myself, and a lot of it too, most likely. A pinprick just wouldn’t do the trick. Cutting myself badly enough might work, but I didn’t know how to pull that off right now. Besides, the process would take time, and the Faceless Ones would be unlikely to cooperate, just standing there, waiting for the wraith to fully emerge. 
 
      
 
    So, no, the Shadow of Necros was not the way to go. What else did I have? The Destroyer was broken, and it was unclear whether or not it was repairable. I gave it to Khellager, who gave me a vague promise to have a look at it. He seemed to be completely engrossed in my strange ORDER, and all the other issues suddenly became unimportant. 
 
      
 
    But that line of thought wouldn’t get me anywhere, either. The Destroyer was even further away from my reach.  
 
    That left Reaper. 
 
      
 
    It was an excellent weapon, but my experience suggested it wouldn’t be as useful in a fight against four professional killers as I’d like it to be. The short blade was excellent for killing someone unexpectedly or in a fight against a single poorly-armed enemy. In the current situation though, it wouldn’t even be of use as a left-hand weapon since its shape wasn’t that well-suited for the purpose. 
 
      
 
    Besides, opening the hidden receptacle in full view of the enemy and partially dropping out of reality in the process wasn’t the brightest idea. 
 
      
 
    So all I had to rely on were my talents and my sword. The weapon wasn’t magic, but I received it as a gift from the Primordial Temple, and that meant something. There were also my parameters, skills learned from experts, and experience, even though most of them were still nowhere near fully developed. To add insult to injury, I could barely keep myself upright at the moment. Under such circumstances, going against four adversaries who, by all indications, had been professionally trained to kill did not make my victory a sure thing, any way you looked at it. But I wasn’t afraid. I still wasn’t your garden variety silk stocking with an ornate toothpick. So I’d die, if it came to that. Sooner or later, everyone did. I always knew that one day these souls unknown would find me and try finishing what they started. My only regret would be that it happened just as I finally made my way to what was deemed to be the safest place on Rock. Speak, irony! 
 
      
 
    I knew I did it all the right way, and I did all I could. Still, I wondered how exactly they tracked me down. I was pretty certain I had left no trail. A school source? But nobody there knew anything about my true identity. Perhaps I could simply ask those gentlemen directly, exercising my last wish option. I was really curious. Besides, they didn’t seem to be in a hurry. 
 
      
 
    I turned sideways, my hand on the hilt of my sword in an in-your-face, theatrical manner and said something totally different, with as much blue-blood arrogance as I could master, 
 
    “Whoever you are, get out of my way before I chop you up and mix what’s left of you with street muck.” 
 
      
 
    Noble education always got etched deep into young minds. The words seemed to have left my mouth of their own accord, even though the school urged us to express ourselves in a simpler manner. The reply wasn’t verbal. A new player appeared on stage. A fifth Faceless One materialized out of the darkness, and “materialized” was the best word I could come up with. I couldn’t see him until the very end. One moment, there was no one there, and then, all of a sudden, another dark figure was standing in the middle of their formation. 
 
      
 
    Unlike the rest of them, this one wasn’t motionless. The new kid on the block took a step forward, also turning his side to me. His hand was already on the hilt of his sword, the blade pointing down and almost touching the cobblestones. The dim light of an oil lamp in the only lit window above us fell onto the well-polished steel covered with intricate ornamental patterns. 
 
      
 
    The killer spoke in an even and almost mechanical voice, dampened a little by his helmet. 
 
    “The Honored Ones require the life of Kimi. The Honored Ones shall receive it. You shall not stand in the way of the Honored Ones.” 
 
    “Say what?” I blurted. 
 
      
 
    I had been expecting some lofty speech about how they would drown the last scion of House Crow in his own blood. What I heard didn’t make any sense at all. 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?! Do I look like someone called Kimi to you?! Out of my way, you scum!” 
 
      
 
    I tightened my grip on the hilt and bared about two inches of steel as I pulled on the blade. 
 
    “The Honored Ones do not need your life,” the figure continued in the same tone. “The Honored Ones do not need any deaths that make no sense and bring no money. You shall not interfere. You just have to stay here for as long as it takes. Once the deed is done, we shall leave.” 
 
      
 
    That was when I finally started to realize they didn’t come after me. But the news didn’t make me relax. This could be a coincidence, but it still felt very strange. Besides, I didn’t know anyone called Kimi. What if they were just trying to lull me into a false sense of security? How plausible was it that professional killers were waiting for someone else, and I just ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time, so all they needed me to do was not to interfere for a while? 
 
      
 
    But would that change anything? I was an aristocrat facing a bunch of commoners who were acting too uppity. Whenever commoners got in the way of a nobleman, he was supposed to keep on going the same way, wiping his feet on their corpses as he got past. However, I lacked the true aristocrat’s hubris, so I stayed put and continued talking. 
 
      
 
    “Who the hell is Kimi? Tell me, if your Honored Ones really are against unnecessary killing. And don’t forget that there will be deaths if I don’t like your answers. Your deaths.” 
 
      
 
    The general rule was to pile arrogance and grandstanding high. The more, the better. That was the only acceptable behavior for a young aristocrat. 
 
      
 
    Strangely enough, the Faceless Ones were in no hurry to chop me up. It didn’t even look like they were trying to distract me with conversation before mounting a sneak attacks. After all, who was I compared to them? A teenager who had once managed to release the energy accumulated by multiple generations of the Crow. Nah, I was not dangerous, or at least, that’s what they were probably thinking. One way or another, they were in no hurry to get down to business. It seemed their target was indeed someone else. 
 
    What an odd coincidence! 
 
      
 
    The Faceless Ones didn’t seem too eager to escalate the conflict, either, and were apparently not above making a little conversation. Well, at least one of them was, the one that stepped out of nowhere. 
 
      
 
    “Kimi. You and her were seen together today, near the school gate. Kimi knows you. She’s usually reclusive, but she was talking to you. We have copied your appearance, just as the Honored Ones told us to. Your double has already entered the Steel Palace in your stead. There was no alarm. If you appear, there will be. A single person cannot be in two places at once. The one who got there first will take Kimi’s life. It is his duty. The Honored Ones merely needed your face. You shall not be harmed. Soon you will be able to get on your way. You will return to the Steel Palace. You will not be accused of anything, since the death of Kimi shall be marked as the Honored Ones have commanded. Obey and you will live. Disobedience shall be punished by death. But whether you obey or not, the Honored Ones will receive their due. Kimi of House Cree will die. It has been written. As for you, you can live—or you can die. The choice is yours. Nothing has been written about you.” 
 
      
 
    That was when I finally began getting it. 
 
      
 
    The Faceless Ones bore that name for a reason. Apart from their other abilities, those killers could assume the looks of anyone else, which somewhat explains my word choice in translation. The scraps of information I had come across contained no details, but I didn’t think the ability in question involved masks or any other disguises. The secretive fighters must have collected special talents or, alternatively, the killer clan as such had secret tricks at their disposal that could fool even the Steel Palace guards. 
 
      
 
    So they sent my double over, having copied my appearance, whatever that meant. I wasn’t privy to their methods. Kimi’s identity was no longer a secret either: she was the very girl that appeared at the gate of the Steel Palace on the first day with two bloodied swords, one of them a battle trophy.  
 
      
 
    Now it was clear who it was she had run into on her way, and it was also clear that the Faceless Ones had an informer inside the school. And it wasn’t a particularly good one, which was why they had the impression I actually communicated with the girl. They simply assumed that a killer looking like me could approach her unobstructed. 
 
      
 
    I wondered if I should tell them they were wrong. Yeah. They’d believe me at once. And apologize three times. Or, maybe four. But while I was standing there, smearing the manure over the cobblestones with my shoes, someone looking like me was sneaking into the Steel Palace, or had already gotten in, now possibly approaching the strange girl with a poisoned dagger at the ready. 
 
      
 
    No matter who Kimi really was, we had at least one common enemy whose agent was now on his way to dispatch the girl. And I was involved in the entire sorry affair, indirectly as it might be. I wasn’t to blame, but even if the dastardly plan fell through, I’d still be deemed guilty by association.  
 
      
 
    So what was more important to me—Kimi’s life, the risk of getting smeared, or the real chance of dying on the filthy cobblestones of a stinky side street? Which, naturally, was a silly question a true aristocrat wouldn’t even bother asking. A noble knight was honor-bound to serve and protect, defending those he was responsible for. The rest was just useless verbiage. It wasn’t important. 
 
    The Faceless One spoke again, leaving me no choice. 
 
      
 
    “Kimi of House Cree will die.” 
 
      
 
    He had no idea what it was he was telling me, and I didn’t realize it right away either. Yet it was impossible to live in this world for so long without taking to heart at least some of its laws and ethics. Kimi was no longer a strange girl. She was someone I couldn’t abandon to her unenviable fate. 
 
      
 
    It was a nobleman’s duty. Failure to do what was right would be tantamount to abandoning one’s family in the face of danger. One would become a universally reviled pariah, no longer considered an aristocrat from a respected ancient clan. And everybody would look down on him. Such cases were so rare they became legends. 
 
      
 
    All my plans, all my rage at those who had been tracking me for two years like a wild animal, and everything I had picked up from Treya during the first thirteen years of my new life made my muscles flex. 
 
    My sword left the scabbard. 
 
      
 
    The ninjas’ “negotiator” wasn’t surprised by my attack. He must have had some experience with aristocrats and knew a nobleman would always choose cold steel to resolve any complex issue. 
 
      
 
    Metal clashed against metal. The killer’s parry wasn’t anything fancy, but it didn’t make the move less effective. Ordinarily, such a counterstrike would be hard enough to not just stop the attacking blade, but also knock it out of the assailant’s hand. After that, the remaining momentum would carry the murderous steel forward, reaching the opponent’s unprotected head, and slicing the skull open, strewing its content all over the filthy cobblestones. 
 
      
 
    Attacking five Faceless Ones who had previously assured me that my life was of no interest to them was incredibly silly. They were professionals with serious credentials, and I was just a teenager. I may have been above average, given that I was a student at the Steel Palace, but otherwise I was nothing to write home about. 
 
      
 
    Or so they must have been thinking. 
 
    However, I was of a different opinion. Sure, I had never fought Faceless Ones before, but I stood up to many other foes. Those included people (alive and not quite), animals, monsters, disembodied creatures, predatory fish, Necros spawn, and things I didn’t even have a name for. And unlike all my foes, I was still alive and kicking. 
 
      
 
    I may have been in a subpar shape today, but I struck hard. Mine was a simple blow too, but I put all my physical strength and parameter power into it, disregarding the risk of not being able to quickly put at least some distance between myself and the enemy if my attack failed. But today, for what must have been the first time in my life, my parameters really shone—and delivered. I didn’t know what kind of stats the Faceless One had, but he clearly didn’t prioritize Strength. He must have put it all into Agility, seeing how his counterstrike, though simple, was graceful and lightning-fast. He had an incredible technique, mesmerizingly menacing in its simplicity. He acted as if he was posing for a picture rather than entering a deadly battle. And why not, one might ask. After all, he was facing a mere boy, someone he expected to finish off with a single elegant blow. 
 
      
 
    But it didn’t work out that way. Think of what would happen if you hit a concrete block with a crowbar as hard as you could? Even a trained athlete wouldn’t like the sensation. Well, the Faceless One hit even harder, and besides, the countermotion of my sword added to the force of impact. 
 
      
 
    The clangor of metal striking metal was deafening. The curved sword slipped out of his palm, and mine kept going towards its target, having knocked the obstacle out of its way. However, the Faceless One was a true professional. Even though everything was happening incredibly fast, he managed to react when his weapon struck the equivalent of a racecar going at full speed rather than a thin, flimsy iron rod in a boy’s hand. His body twisted, demonstrating incredible reaction and flexibility as he got out of the way. I only managed to correct the trajectory of the speeding weapon a little bit. My sword did strike true, but failed to have the effect I had counted on. Instead of splitting the man’s skull in two, the razor-sharp temple steel only sliced off part of his helmet and scalp. 
 
      
 
    The opponent’s armor was crap—something resembling thick leather with a thin layer of felt underneath. That was great news since I had no protection whatsoever myself. Thus, we were roughly on equal terms here. 
 
      
 
    I tried to reach the man’s neck with a backslash, but he evaded and, having apparently decided he had enough (or perhaps his wound was worse than it showed), crouched and somersaulted back. I couldn’t chase him further, since four of his companions attacked me at once. If those were bronze or even steel warrior dummies, I could have tried dispatching them all from my stationary position. Such things were a lot easier to accomplish when one had a quality sword in one’s hand. But these here were no dummies by far. They were formidable opponents, fast and experienced. On the other hand, I didn’t have to hold back, either, as my hands were no longer tied by having to conceal my true power from other students and the masters. 
 
      
 
    I used Deep Necros Scrutiny at the very beginning. It didn’t stay active for long since I had not had a chance to develop the talent properly due to the unexpected difficulties with my progress. But even so, it gave me a very tangible advantage in terms of familiarity with the battlefield. 
 
      
 
    Then it was time to use another talent. This one was a lot more mundane and nowhere near exotic, but I had learned it back when I was still unencumbered in my progress and could develop it fairly well. Deadly Moonblink blanketed the entire area before me, covering the radius of over sixty feet. If the residents of the nearest buildings were in bed sleeping when it hit, they probably wouldn’t even notice it. But the Faceless Ones were very much awake, and they couldn’t ignore their normal vision suddenly becoming a blur of gray spots or, perhaps, complete blackness.  
 
      
 
    I expected them to immediately lose their drive to press the attack forward, but once again, they proved themselves to be better than that. Two of them jerked and backed off, the uncertainty of their motions implying serious vision issues. Two more flashed blue when lit up by Necros Scrutiny—an apparent activation of some protective talent. It partially succeeded, as one of them continued as if nothing had happened. One more fell back, but not by much. His eyes must have been affected too, but not as seriously as those of the other two who had stopped in their tracks. He was still eager to fight, even though his moves were now lacking their original confidence. 
 
      
 
    I would have preferred to save Unstable Chaos Shield for the worst-case scenario, but the partial effect of Moonblink had left the vision of two of my opponents intact, and I doubted that the rest were taken out of commission for long. This was enough of a crisis already. I dodged, and instantly experienced a feeling of loss inside as a large amount of my Chaos Energy was spent to activate the talent. The sword strikes fell far off the mark as both my opponents missed by a mile. They would now pay for their clumsiness. 
 
      
 
    I could have tried to avoid relying on ORDER and stick to the rules of a fencing match, but the prudence of such a tactic in a fight against five professionals in a confined space did not strike me as particularly evident. My parameters were high, but not high enough to keep up with everyone. Besides, I wasn’t feeling well, and my experience of fighting against groups of enemies was painfully insufficient. I would therefore rely on my talents, ready to use them all without concealing anything. If I succeeded, there’d be no witnesses left. 
 
      
 
    As I continued walking around them, I feinted to hold back the ones that could see and went for the blinded pair. I dealt with the first of the two as I moved forward, driving my sword right under his ribcage. The leader of the Faceless Ones rushed towards me, shaking his stunned head, desperately trying to cover the other blinded fighter. That gave me a good chance of reaching him next, but I’d have to be more cautious since this wasn’t a duel between two opponents. So I ducked unexpectedly, and then rolled to the side, managing to slash at the helpless foe’s legs. 
 
      
 
    But the man turned out to be a little less helpless than I expected. Even though his vision was clearly impaired, he managed to jump up, so I barely severed a part of his foot instead of chopping off both his legs right under their knees. 
 
      
 
    Regardless, it was the first really gory wound dealt in this fight, and the fountain of blood splashed the back of my head as I turned. I kept rolling and then jumped myself, moving right towards the wall and slashing as hard as I could at the two wooden supports underneath a decrepit second-story balcony. Deep Necros Scrutiny had revealed it earlier that the other one was rotten to the core and would buckle under pressure any moment. The one I had just destroyed could also use a replacement, but it was somehow still soldiering on, supporting the entire weight of the structure all by itself. 
 
      
 
    Sharp metal whooshed behind my back, but much to my enemy’s surprise, it went through thin air, consuming an extra bit of my Chaos energy. I didn’t turn around, throwing myself at the wall in a well-calculated trajectory, using it as support, and achieving extra momentum as I dashed out into the street a split second before the balcony came crashing down. 
 
      
 
    There was no metal whooshing behind my back now. The leader of the squad, who had given chase, could no longer accelerate or turn around. He didn’t expect any danger from that direction. 
 
      
 
    Deep Necros Scrutiny had ensured a smashing success of my little bit of sabotage. 
 
    Unfortunately, the two remaining Faceless Ones didn’t make it to ground zero on time; they took too long turning and giving chase. We were now separated by what was left of the balcony, but I didn’t for a second think the debris would slow the assailants down for more than a couple of seconds. All I could do was keep running in the same direction as before; since there weren’t many passages between the buildings here, my options were limited. 
 
      
 
    I was heading towards a cul-de-sac, deliberately allowing the pursuers to chase me into a corner. Still, every other option was worse and considerably riskier. 
 
      
 
     Having spent three seconds to acquire enough momentum, I jumped as high as I could and hit a wall some seven feet above the ground, pulling myself up and trying to find purchase with my feet on the rough vertical surface. It worked, and I managed to grab a clothes line between two still-intact balconies. Or, rather, I grabbed a long blouse that was drying there—a large white spot in the dark.  
 
    So far, so good.  
 
      
 
    I no longer had to hold on to the wall since trained killers worth their salt would be able to get me easily from below, and my Chaos Shield was called Unstable for a reason: it merely lowered the chance of sustaining damage rather than provide absolute protection. This uncommon talent saved my bacon when I was getting out of the dungeon underneath the prison castle of Clonassis. But I had the Necros Shadow with me then, which cleared the path for me, absorbing most of the damage, and the circumstances generally worked in my favor. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, I succumbed to gravity and began falling, my body accelerating on the way down. I wasn’t trying to push myself to the absolute limit, realizing that my body, abused so badly by Khellager’s experiments, could let me down. So I didn’t land far, although I landed right, and turned around just in time.  
 
      
 
    There was the sound of metal meeting metal, and then more of it. I deflected two slashes, and another missed, chopping through another balcony’s support. This opponent’s weapon couldn’t reach me at the moment, and I took advantage of that, waving my left hand at the second faceless figure. The purloined blouse worked just the way I intended it to. 
 
      
 
    No, I did not manage to throw the garment over the killer’s head, covering it completely, but the shirt gave him something to do for the next second or so. He jumped back, trying to disentangle from the piece of white cloth and prudently stay away from me at such an inopportune moment, assuming I wouldn’t give chase while his opponent kept him covered.  
 
      
 
    But give chase I did, underhandedly tossing the sword into my left hand. I wouldn’t be able to deflect the remaining opponent’s attack, and I couldn’t count on Chaos Shield, either. If it came to that, I’d push the blade away with my right arm. Even if the killer managed to slash hard, he wouldn’t be able to chop off my hand, reinforced as it was by the Supreme Limb Bone Strength, a very rare talent I received after scouring the Necros lair clean. It wasn’t developed particularly well, but its initial bonus was tangible enough. So you’d need to be among the best warriors on Rock to be able to slice through anything but muscle anywhere on my arm. 
 
      
 
    I doubted I was facing such a warrior now. This one was a mere killer. His likes attacked from the back or targeted individual victims in squads. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t get to test the talent though, or rely on my Agility to avoid the cutting edge of the blade. Another balcony, of which the support had been hacked through in the course of the battle completely at random, started sagging too. The Faceless One must have quickly remembered the fate of his superior as he heard the ominous creaking of masonry, so he jumped back, abandoning his attack. Myself, I was well clear of the balcony too, having moved away from the spot as I played with my white muleta.  
 
      
 
    My immediate opponent must have prioritized Agility above everything else too, because it didn’t take him long to remove the pesky rag from his head. But he was sill not quick enough. As soon as the white veil left his eyes, he saw the reflection of the only light in the street in front of him. And the reflection was coming from the blade of my sword. 
 
      
 
    The metal went through muscle and bone meeting some resistance; this Faceless One must have had some well-developed passive defense talents. His skin was like armor, just like everything else underneath it. Still, I struck hard, and his parameters didn’t save him. I simply had to put in some extra effort to finish the job. Fortunately, my blade didn’t get stuck in his flesh, and I pulled it right out without wasting any time. 
 
      
 
    Intuition: 
 
    Duck! 
 
      
 
    It was hard to read warnings in the heat of a battle, but I managed to see this one and went into a hasty crouch as I turned around, swinging my sword blindly at the enemy I didn’t yet see. The Faceless One who had managed to escape the fallen balcony was indeed close, and also on the attack. His sword was shorter and lighter than mine, but hardly a feather. Still, given the force and momentum of the swing, the weapon’s trajectory could only be corrected within a certain small range. 
 
      
 
    I ducked, taking myself out of that range, and my own weapon struck true. The enemy couldn’t jump because he was already in a jump, and at its lowest point, to boot, so the only way for him to go was down. My blade got him right under the knees. 
 
      
 
    It must have been the best strike I landed in this battle. Apart from the power of my arms, I used the momentum of my entire body as I turned around, and also somehow managed to grab onto the end of a Chi flow, after which, somewhat reluctantly, other such nearby flows became visible, little by little. My sword passed right between two of them, choosing the path of least resistance. The blade encountered two minor bumps of additional density but went right through them. 
 
      
 
    That particular engagement was over. I doubted even Reaper would have made a cleaner cut. The Faceless One gave a short, angry grunt as he fell, leaving his severed legs behind. But even crippled like that, he wouldn’t give up. Twisting, and jerking, and pushing off the ground with his hand, he tried to stab me with a straightforward thrust of his weapon. I dodged it easily and slashed the man’s stomach open with a casual swing of my sword. This time he started screaming like it really hurt, his weapon undulating back and forth in a fairly chaotic manner, as if the rapidly weakening assassin was trying to chase away a pesky fly before finally calling it a day. 
 
      
 
    As I went past this shrieking stump, I swung again, slicing off the killer’s right hand, paying no attention to his left that grabbed me desperately by the ankle. Then I took careful aim, and struck at his neck. This one was done for. 
 
      
 
    However, the battle wasn’t over yet. The Faceless One who had lost a part of his foot at the beginning was heading my way. Moonblink didn’t seem to have worn off yet, but he didn’t move like a blind man, either. He must have had spatial orientation skills of some kind that he could rely on when he couldn’t see, but they didn’t save him. I stepped around the blind enemy easily and finished him off with a single powerful strike. 
 
      
 
    There was a suspicious noise behind my back. 
 
      
 
    Intuition: 
 
    Nothing to worry about. 
 
      
 
    However, I didn’t trust intuition enough to ignore unidentified noises behind my back. I hastened to turn around and jump to the side, just in case. And then I saw the leader of the Faceless Ones right in front of me. Unfortunately, the balcony debris didn’t bury him forever, and he was crawling out, like a zombie on its way to escape a shallow grave, furiously throwing aside pieces of rotten planks and beams. He didn’t seem that much affected by having had a balcony fall on his head. His motions were spry, and his eyes flashed with rage inside the helmet. 
 
      
 
    I strongly suspected this opponent was a lot more dangerous than the ones I had laid to rest. But I’d be facing him when he was on his own and a little worse for the wear. Besides, my Shield of Chaos was still active since everything that transpired only took a few seconds. Moreover, a hit on the head and the loss of a scalp section were serious business, not to mention a possible skull fracture. All those things would hardly make the man a stronger fighter. In fact, I was almost certain the leader of the Faceless Ones didn’t have long to live. I even wondered for a moment if perhaps I should hurt the man a little and then try questioning him. Rumor had it that members of their cryptic organization never surrendered, and that trying to interrogate them was pointless, but I could still try. 
 
      
 
    I heard a sound coming from behind and slightly to my left, which made my blood curl. I sincerely hoped that the Unstable Chaos Shield was still covering me. Someone with a less colorful history could mistake the knocking sound of a crossbow triggering for something innocent, but not me; I even heard the bolt whistling.  
 
      
 
    But it was too late to do anything. The entire thing caught me unawares, I have to admit. 
 
    I was desperately short on battle experience, and even though I had impressive parameters, my reflexes weren’t fast enough to do anything against an unexpected shot from behind at point blank range. However, my luck held, and the bolt passed me by a wide margin. As it should have, seeing how I was not the intended target, as it turned out. As the projectile hit the last of my opponents in the chest, there was a fountain of bright blue sparks—either some kind of a magic arrowhead in action, or a defensive talent of sorts protecting the man in black. Another bolt hit him in the face a split second later. This time there were no sounds, and no sparks. 
 
      
 
    The Faceless One jerked, dropping his sword, and fell back after a few clumsy steps, his arms flailing desperately. A second later, he tried to get back vertical and resume the battle stance, but his feet were still stuck in the debris. He finally stumbled and fell on his knees, as if bowing his head to the ground. 
 
      
 
    As the man’s helmet clanked on the cobblestones, the bolt stuck in his cheek went in even deeper. Then I delivered the final blow, taking a wide swing and hacking at his neck as I approached him from the flank. It was a fairly pedestrian move, not unlike the way executioners chopped heads off. Which was pretty much what I was doing now, having decided that leaving a professional killer alive for questioning might actually be a bit of a health hazard. Especially when having someone behind you who knew how to use a crossbow. 
 
      
 
    I was prepared for anything as I turned around, and I kept thinking I should be getting the hell out of there pronto. Now that the agile Faceless Ones were out of commission, I had a good chance of outrunning any other enemy. Not that I had far to go: the school gate was seconds away. The killers were vanquished, and I really had no business sticking around any longer. I needed to get to the Steel Palace before it was too late—in more ways than one. 
 
      
 
    But as it turned out, there was no squad of crossbowmen behind me, nor were there any more Faceless Ones. A gaunt figure wrapped in an unassuming cloak that hid most of his body was nimbly climbing down the wall from one of the surrounding building’s flat roof. The way it moved looked familiar, and the compact double crossbow it wielded reminded me of an old friend who had always dreamed of a weapon like that. 
 
      
 
    I immediately forgot I had nothing else to do there. 
 
    “Beko?” I asked 
 
      
 
    It was more like a whisper, but I was still heard. The crossbowman threw off the wide hood casually as he jumped to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Beko!” I said, making a statement this time, nearly shouting into my old friend’s face. “How the hell did you get here?!” 
 
      
 
    As I said that, I took a step back, squinting, suddenly not so sure of what I was seeing. There had been too many unpleasant surprises lately, and the last thing I wanted was another one. However, there was no reason to worry. That was clearly not some Faceless One wearing an old friend’s face. Beko’s movements were inimitable: no one in this world or beyond could have possibly faked them. The same went for his gaze, which fell on every inch of the surface around him, scanning everything that wasn’t nailed down with foot-long nails. 
 
      
 
    Even though his eyeballs were really busy, Beko didn’t ignore my question. His answer may have been silly, but it was direct. 
 
    “Why, but you saw me, Ged. I climbed down from the roof.” 
 
    “Shush!” I barked. “They call me Chuck now. Chuck of House Norris.” 
 
    “All right, Chuck. You saw where I came from. Why are you asking?” 
 
    “Beko! You’re not supposed to be here in the first place! How did you find me?! And what for?!” 
 
    “Ge… Chuck, you’re asking too many questions, and we don’t have much time. Did you hear the door creak on the other side of the building? Someone’s off to get the guards.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Chuck, I always feel such things. So we shouldn’t be talking while they’re making their way here. We should save all the stuff.” 
 
    “What stuff, Beko? What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m talking about picking the goodies up. Look how much stuff there’s around. We need to collect everything before they have a chance to steal it. It’s a bad city. There are many dishonest people. They’ll boost your grandma before you know it.” 
 
    “Beko!” I almost roared. 
 
    “Don’t you get so worked up. I’ll sort it all out. You can relax. I’ll bring two guys over. I only met them recently. They’re lazy and stupid, but I don’t need anyone clever now. I just need to collect a few things and carry them away.” 
 
    “What guys?!” I yelled, horrified, and, realizing the situation was spinning seriously out of control, slapped myself on the forehead. “Beko, I need to run! Quickly! I’ve got to get back to the Steel Palace!” 
 
    “So run, then, what are you waiting for? Don’t worry about the pickings, you can trust me. No one steals from me. Just make sure you get back quickly. I’ve been on the lookout for you for a long time, and I almost missed you again. I wouldn’t want to have to start over.” 
 
      
 
    I had at least a million questions to ask, but I really needed to go. 
 
      
 
    “Beko, I’ll only be able to get out again a week from now!” I said. “Wait for me! Find me! Chaos take you, Beko, you have messed up all my plans!” 
 
    “You’re good at fixing plans, and I’m good at handling stuff. And I’ll handle this as well,” Beko said as I was about to dart off. Then he barked angrily, “Where are you, lazybones?! None of this stuff will carry itself!”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 16 
 
    Bang to Rights 
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    The Steel Palace was protected incredibly well. No one could enter or exit unauthorized. And I had a hunch the masters encouraged the students to try and go AWOL because anyone caught in the act received a very mild punishment of just a few points. And everyone got caught. 
 
      
 
    I was curious and liked to be well-prepared, so I used every chance I got to study the school’s security arrangements. Yet all I managed to learn was that the system had at least two levels. The first level was the guards, visible to everyone. There were a few dozen of them, and they operated in three shifts. They were all tough and seemed to notice everything. Definitely a force to be reckoned with, the guards were still too small a force for the defensive perimeter they protected, so there were gaps and blind spots they did not fully control. Which meant they had to rely on the sheer height of the walls, and that was not something I’d do. Many among the students were crafty enough to crawl up a sheet of glass if they really had to, let alone a block of old granite. It would be as easy as a sneeze to a man with a cold.  
 
      
 
    My assumption that there was a second level of defense was based on the fact that in the entire history of the school, there had not been a single recorded instance of a student managing to get out without permission in search of booze and women. Many had tried, but no matter how cunning they were, none of the students ever succeeded. They must have been getting caught by guards that were out of sight, or, perhaps, those conspicuously posted sentinels could do more than just stand at attention and used some powerful defense talents to control the area. 
 
      
 
    Personally, I never saw anything but the guards. Having examined different parts of the wall, I didn’t notice anything resembling the paranoid signal web of the kind Khellager used at his place. My artificer skills weren’t developed well enough to sense energy circuits deep inside a mass of rock, but if there was anything there, I should have been able to feel at least something. 
 
      
 
    So, to date, I still had a very vague idea about how exactly we were protected, but I knew it for a fact that security was taken very seriously. I learned that much from my mother and a number of books. All the sources concurred that the Steel Palace was impregnable in times of peace and war alike, and that students’ safety was guaranteed by the Emperor himself who assured the noble families that their scions would remain safe and sound under his protection. Of course, that guarantee didn’t include accidental injuries, or even fatalities, inflicted by the warrior dummies and certain other things that we hadn’t started on yet. Both the parents and the students were aware of such risks and accepted them. 
 
      
 
    I ran towards the gate. It was closed, but the door next to it was not. Were they waiting for late birds like me to return? Or could they have heard a suspicious noise from the alley and decided to put a “striking fist” together? The Steel Palace’s policy was to take care of any developing problems on the outer side of the wall, if at all possible, to make sure no potential threat, however small, could affect or distract the students. 
 
      
 
    It was also quite possible that the guards were waiting specifically for me—the school’s brand new problem. If I was too late and Kimi of House Cree had already been killed, no one would know anything yet, and I might be the first one to bear the brunt of their vigilance. 
 
      
 
    There were seven guards near the door. A serious group of fighters, but I didn’t need to fight them. We were on the same side. If Kimi was dead, the best thing I could do was give myself up at once. It would be easy enough to prove my innocence of her death caused by the Faceless Ones. 
 
      
 
    If she was still alive, things could get way more difficult. I’d only have a few seconds to explain what was going on to the guards and make sure they prepared to deal with the threat on the inside, rather than an external assault. I didn’t know how prepared the faceless killer was, but the school wasn’t all that big, and the students spent most of their time in a limited number of places. It would be impossible to inspect them all without drawing any attention to yourself, so my alleged double may have been acting clumsily and attracting attention somewhere in the open. If I got inside the gate soon enough, I would probably be able to take care of the killer myself without involving the guards. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, it was naïve of me to think that. If the Faceless Ones had an agent inside the school, they would lead the killer right to their destination. Either way you looked at it, I couldn’t afford to lose a second. 
 
      
 
    One of the guards took a step towards me and stopped, leaning on his spear with calculated casualness. His left arm shot forward, wrist up, in a universally understood “stop” sign. As he spoke, his voice was respectful but firm.  
 
    “What was that noise a few minutes ago? It sounded like a swordfight. There’s blood on you. Are you hurt? Is there someone chasing you? Do you need help?” 
 
      
 
    The guards weren’t our babysitters, but they knew who they were dealing with and thus knew we had to be handled with care. But they knew their business too and wouldn’t just let a student in under such suspicious circumstances. I was aware of all that and understood it equally well that negotiating with them in a peaceful exchange would take time. Nor could I fight them. The only thing I could try was throw my aristocratic arrogance at them and hope it would be enough to do the job. All I had to do was get inside, and then it would be the masters I’d have to deal with. 
 
      
 
    Without slowing down, I barked in a perfectly confident voice, 
 
    “Move aside! I am Chuck of House Norris!” 
 
      
 
    One of the warriors standing behind the rest of them tensed. All of a sudden, there was murder in his eyes. The man barely moved his lips as he spoke, apparently intending his words for his comrades-in-arms alone. 
 
      
 
    “Chuck Norris is already in. He came back right at sundown. Now, it is all coming together…” 
 
      
 
    I could hear every syllable, and even though I had no idea what the guard thought was coming together, I immediately knew I was in a fix. That was bad news. It might still be possible to convince the guards I was legit, but it would definitely take time. 
 
    But I still gave it a try. 
 
      
 
    “The one inside isn’t me! It’s a Faceless One wearing my face! Move away, I need to stop him!” 
 
      
 
    I shouted without expecting anyone to hear me, only doing it as a distraction. My tongue acted of its own free will, with no guidance from the headquarters on the top floor. Up there, they were too busy preparing to control the Chi flows, in violation of one of Master Tao’s main commandments. Indeed, in addition to pure strength and energy flow control, I was also going to use a simple ORDER talent. After all, I didn’t want to kill anyone; I just needed to get past those guys. They were simply doing their duty, and that deserved the utmost respect. However, at the moment their duty interfered with my own interests. And they were acting against the school’s best interests too, without even being aware of it. 
 
      
 
    I simply had no time to talk it out with them. 
 
    Chaos Roots weren’t a new talent; none of my new ones was remotely well-developed. But I never used Chaos Roots much, since I never had any need for it. It was so harmless it wouldn’t make a single hair fall off your head, while I would normally be after the entire head, trying to chop it right off in a fight, hair and all. Never before had I felt the need to go easy on my opponents. 
 
      
 
    However, the situation at hand was a textbook case calling for that particular talent, which had one effect only: it anchored the affected party down, making them stay exactly where they were. They could still move their hands, and twist, and shout obscenities any way they liked, but the soles of their feet would remain firmly planted in the exact spot where the blast hit them. This was indeed an excellent talent with a decent range and duration. Yes, a little under thirty seconds wasn’t all that much, but it would be more than enough for me to leave the guards far behind. To be sure, an alarm would be raised right away, but it would be for the better, making it so much harder for the “Chuck” impostor to do his vile deed. 
 
      
 
    I had a very vague idea of what I was going to do once I was inside and had to face the school’s entire staff. I had no time at all for any tactical planning and would simply have to play it by ear. That was not going to be my first rodeo, and since I was still alive after multiple earlier tries, I could probably be considered a pro now. I would manage somehow. 
 
      
 
    I activated Chaos Roots and dived deep into the dangerous dark knots of Chi strands. One would be well advised not to touch them since they were essentially the back office of weapons, potentially harmful battle talents, or just a piece of fruit peel you could slip on at an inopportune moment. Which was not to say that my regular vision somehow disappeared. It didn’t. But I could now see the usual “front end” of things and its underlying energy flows at the same time. And both were telling me things weren’t going according to my plan in the regular world. 
 
      
 
    One of the guards fell down as soon as I activated the talent. It was a strange and clumsy fall too, and totally unexpected since no one was supposed to get injured. The shock wave must have hit the man in motion, with only one of his feet on the ground, causing him to lose his balance. That wouldn’t be too bad as a broken ankle could be healed in no time. The real unpleasant surprise was that two of the guards failed to stay put. Of course, I realized I wasn’t the only game in town and had no monopoly on effective talents, defensive or otherwise. There were collections a lot more impressive than mine in Rava, and their owners were a lot more experienced in using them.  
 
      
 
    However, I didn’t expect to find any such talents among rank-and-file guards. Or were they some kind of special forces types? Could they be the Emperor’s own security people in disguise? 
 
    Whoever they were, I had no time to think about it now. 
 
      
 
    A few more guards lost their balance too and I’d bet they never expected their feet to betray them like that. But some weren’t set back much by the invisible shackles on their feet and tried reaching me, clumsily enough, with their weapons or bare hands. I weaved sideways, and dodged, and dealt blocking kiddy blows, at the same time keeping my eyes on the pair that seemed to have retained their horizontal mobility. Now that my non-lethal shot was spent with no apparent effect on them, I had no more other trump cards left—not of a relatively benevolent nature, that is. I would now have to go all-out in the most primitive manner imaginable, having only my parameters and skills to rely upon. 
 
      
 
    So far, my experience dealing with stationary fighting dolls helped me avoid the guards that had indeed been frozen in place. Now the two spry ones were going to give me a run for my money because it looked like they had figured out I was going to break right through their close formation where long weapons would be useless. 
 
      
 
    The spears they dropped never reached the ground yet when they already had two unsheathed short swords in their hands, the kind the Imperial heavy infantry used. The guys were clearly pros, and, most annoyingly, I wasn’t supposed to kill them. I might be forgiven for shedding some blood under the circumstances, but it wouldn’t sit right with my conscience. 
 
      
 
    I rushed them barehanded. 
 
    “Sorry, guys!” I said as I went. 
 
      
 
    And then I proceeded to do something Master Tao would also frown upon, referring to the deed as “total discharge.” It meant using up all the reserves of your body, your parameters, and your Chi to instantaneously release as much energy as you would over a hard hour-long battle fought under more regular circumstances. But this was no time to pretend I was a clumsy oaf. I had to get inside at any cost. 
 
      
 
    Whatever training or special talents that pair had, I blew right past them, without slowing down. One could argue they might have been better off if they held on to their spears, but at that point it was all purely theoretical. Try stopping a whirlwind, spinning like crazy, dealing lightning-fast blows and denting metal breastplates. I mean, really, try it. I’ll talk to you then. 
 
      
 
    The two must have still been staggering when I flew into the Steel Palace like a blurred streak in space. They were already waiting for me on the inside, or perhaps it was just a coincidence. Three masters were standing right next to the gate, and me showing up the way I did seemed like a little too much for them. Now, thinking back, I may well have been able to just dart past them, putting enough distance between us while they were still getting themselves in gear. If not for one of them. No slouch, that one, if you ask me. Though not in position to block my way entirely, he thrust his arm out, as if shooting a shot across my bow. It was an impressive move, but I somehow still managed to duck and slide underneath—at the cost of tearing my trousers and grazing my knees on the cobblestones. And while I kept moving forward in that painful and awkward fashion, I also gave the master a friendly tap on the solar plexus. There, you are it, sir. Slow the hell down! Sorry, sir! 
 
      
 
    Back on my feet, I barely slowed down myself, yet it wasn’t enough, and I almost wound up paying for my impudence. As I was rounding a turn in the path, my muscles suddenly went numb and a bit out of control as one of the masters I left behind hit me with some kind of a wicked control talent. Whether it was his aim that was off, or the effect depended on the target’s parameters, I didn’t know, but I was spared the full brunt of the shock. It was just dumb luck because after those experiments at Khellager’s I was nowhere near as fast as I might have been otherwise, which, in turn, would have kept me free and clear of any shots in the back. That damn crazy old vivisector! 
 
      
 
    Cutting straight through the hedge, I nearly bumped into two servants standing right under one of the girls’ dorm’s windows. And—surprise, surprise!—it was the only one that was open too. I had no idea which of the rooms Kimi was in, so ordinarily, I would not even know it was the right dorm. But I knew that was the place once I saw the pair. Was it too late already? 
 
      
 
    The servants were clearly in cahoots with the Faceless Ones, or perhaps even bona fide members of the gang. It wasn’t just that they had no business standing under that window. They also turned to face me and assumed a battle stance too quickly to be simple employees of the school. 
 
      
 
    A kick drove one of them into the wall so hard that the entire building seemed to shudder, and then I dropped the other one and trampled him into the ground, using the full brunt of my weight on his chest. That caused me to lose some of my momentum, but I still had plenty left to jump high into the air and dive head first into the open window. It didn’t really take much of me since the windowsill was only a tad above my height. 
 
      
 
    I was still in flight as I got a better grip on the hilt of my sword, prepared to fight to the death and give no quarter. The killer had to be in there, and I would just kill him as soon as I found him. I always liked simple plans best.  
 
      
 
    But what I saw inside confused the heck out of me right there and then. Nothing was simple. I found myself inside a room similar to ours—an almost exact copy of it, in fact, with the same number of cots and such. There were clothes strewn all over, some of them clearly belonging to females. Seeing such a mess there was an unpleasant surprise. Another one was that instead of our Spartan bunks they had what looked like fairly cozy little beds. Also, the door had a massive bar on the inside, whereas our rooms were open to anyone who wished to enter. 
 
      
 
    But my unpleasant surprises didn’t end at that blatant inequality. The room was such a chock full o’ folks that I barely managed to land without knocking anyone off their feet. Not that I’d mind, but I was worried about keeping my own balance. Long story short, I somehow wound up almost in the center of the room, instantly correcting my trajectory, rolling into a corner, and jumping up, my back against the wall. Now, sword in hand, I was ready to sell my life as dearly as possible.  
 
      
 
    A fight in a confined space would be to my extreme disadvantage since maneuvering successfully would be very hard. But you didn’t always get to choose your battles, and the doorway was blocked solid by scores of guards, masters, and servants. If they were inside the room, I would have gotten stuck at once, but perhaps I could tie them all up in a running battle and turn the tables on them, using my very own disadvantage against them, and then… 
 
      
 
    Whoa! Whoa! Hold your horses, mister! They are not the enemy! That was the moment I finally realized what it was most people around had been staring at before my grand entry. It was a body pinned to the floor with a sword. And that sword was held by a man—who wasn’t me. It was a heavyset forty-something you could not mistake for a teenager on his best days. 
 
      
 
    The man looked familiar. In fact, it was none other than Great Master Ur himself. The school’s principal! In theory, only the Emperor outranked him as far as we students were concerned. But seeing how none of us had ever had a chance to see the Emperor in the flesh or hear him speak, Grand Master Ur was as good as it could possibly get. And right now, that big Kahuna looked nothing like his usual self—a kindly man feigning strictness, with a twinkle of mischief in his eyes. This here person was a true demon—a demon of death. 
 
      
 
    Oddly enough, that was when my stern facial features finally relaxed, spreading into a smile. A sincere one too. I felt great relief. The person the master had pinned down was not Kimi of House Cree. Of course, I knew that the master had no reason to kill the girl, but one never knew just how devious the Faceless Ones could be. They could have told me one thing and then turned around to go do something completely different. It was hard to get to the bottom of things in such a hurry. 
 
      
 
    I did manage to see Kimi too, by the way. She was hiding inside a circle of masters and servants who formed such a close shield around her they were nearly squashing the poor thing. They meant business. 
 
      
 
    So who was getting killed here? It wasn’t even a girl. What I saw was a body in male clothes pinned to the floor by Master Ur’s sword. The face was turned away from me and I couldn’t see it. Or rather, there was no face as such, since it was obscured by something that looked like a quivering red and pink jellyfish. An eye, or a nose, or a cheekbone would occasionally surface from the hideous mass, in an apparent attempt to form a face, but it would only flash for a brief moment before becoming a churning bloody jelly again. The strange thing was dressed just like me and had a similar body build.  
 
      
 
    Everything was clear but a few small details. The important thing was that the Faceless Ones’ plot fell through. 
 
      
 
    I tried not to move as I addressed the principal in as calm and polite a manner as I could muster. 
 
    “Master Ur, I…” 
 
    “Silence!” he barked, still twisting his sword in the wound. “Not a word out of you now. We’ll talk later. Hey, you out there, take him away! And make sure you escort him out the right way! It all needs to look the part.” 
 
      
 
    No one asked what he meant by that, but apparently, I was the only one who had no clue. Everybody else began moving in a coordinated manner, without getting in each other’s way or asking questions, as if dancing a well-choreographed ballet. First I got stripped of all my outer garments quickly, and no one seemed to care about keeping my blood-soaked rags intact. But they didn’t leave me naked, of course, and some kind of new garb was brought in immediately. The clothes may not have been a perfect fit, but they didn’t have any telltale stains on them. They also wiped the blood off my face and palms, and combed my ruffled hair a little. Then I got escorted out of the girls’ dorm, with guards, servants, and two masters accompanying me. 
 
      
 
    The first thing I saw as they walked me out onto the porch was Paxus staring at me from his observation post at the bottom of the stairs. I instantly realized that whether I lied or told the truth, he’d never believe I was in the dorm for reasons completely different from those served up by his imagination. 
 
    That sure was embarrassing… 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 17 
 
    The Establishment’s Reputation 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Master Ur’s piercing eyes were on me as if he was hell-bent on drilling a hole in my face. He had been staring like that for about a minute, without saying a word. That wasn’t particularly good manners. But I paid him back in kind, except, instead of drilling him with my eyes, I maintained a look of absolute innocence and pretended to be shocked by being treated so roughly. 
 
      
 
    They had led me across the yard like a criminal and locked me up without so much as offering me a glass of water, and everybody was looking at me as though I had spat into the Emperor’s soup. They had even taken my sword away. What did I do? Well, all right, I did rough the guards up a little, and one of the masters got a slight punch in all the commotion. But I wasn’t some kind of a hoodlum, I just tried to do what I could for the common good. 
 
      
 
    So it was nothing, really. Some of the students went as far as challenging guards to a duel when caught trying to scale the wall, and it sometimes resulted in bad brawls. And no one ever made a big deal out of it. But there I was, treated like scum of the earth for over an hour. Did I really deserve it? 
 
      
 
    Finally, the principal spoke, his fiery eyes still on me. 
 
    “Start talking,” he barked. 
 
      
 
    I responded right away since I had already prepared my speech. 
 
    “Well, I went for a walk in town, and then I headed back before dusk to be here on time for…” 
 
    “I’m not interested in your adventures outside,” the master interrupted. “I need to know how you found out about what was going on here. Never mind the small stuff. We don’t approve of wanton blabbering here.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have a shorter version of the events, so I simply omitted the introduction. 
 
    “They ambushed me in the alley that leads to the gate. They demanded that I stand still while a man wearing my face entered the school and killed Kimi of… I’m sorry, master. They told me the real name of the student they wanted to kill.” 
 
    “Move on, Chuck. What happened next?” 
 
    “I killed them all and ran to the school. The guards at the gate tried to stop me. I couldn’t waste any time explaining it all, so I just went through them as soon as I could. And once I got inside, I saw some masters standing right there. I am sorry to say it, but I had to move through them too. I hope no one got seriously hurt. I did everything I could not to kill anyone. And you know the rest.” 
 
    “No, Chuck, I don’t. In fact, I hardly know anything. You somehow happened to come right to where the action was. So you must have known where Kimi lived, right? Were the two of you involved in any way? Was that why the Faceless Ones have chosen you? Answer me.” 
 
    “No, Master, we weren’t involved. We did run into each other a few times, but we didn’t talk much. I had no idea where she lived. But this dorm is the closest one to the gate, and as I was running past, I saw those two servants underneath the open window. I assumed they were the killer’s associates. Who else would be standing on the lawn under an open window at this hour? Those guys in black that stopped me in the alley told me they had someone on the inside. Perhaps there was more than one? It turns out I was wrong about those faithful servants. They remained loyal to the school, and they were simply guarding the window. I am really sorry, but there was no way I could know that, and I had to act quickly. I just didn’t want the girl to die.” 
 
    “The guards checked the area,” the master said. “They found bodies in the alley.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I had to kill them all. They wouldn’t let me pass, and I was in a hurry. I had no good reason to take it easy on them.” 
 
    “So, Chuck, you are saying they were the Faceless Ones?” 
 
    “Didn’t the guards tell you as much? Their clothes and their weapons gave them away. Everybody had one of those wakizashi-like blades. Good ones too. That’s what the Faceless Ones normally use. Everybody knows that.” 
 
    “Chuck, they didn’t have any swords on them.” 
 
    “Come again?” I was genuinely surprised. “No swords?” 
 
    “None. No clothes, either, just a couple of bloodied rags.” 
 
      
 
    I barely managed to stifle a curse. 
 
    Beko! 
 
    That damn ghoul with his sticky fingers! That confounded klepto!  
 
      
 
    So that’s what he meant when he said he’d take care of everything. I should have known as much right from the start. I hadn’t seen my friend in a long time, and I completely forgot just how maniacally venal he was. But telling the principal about a friend with criminal proclivities was the last thing I wanted to do. I’d have to make my way out of it somehow, without revealing too much. 
 
      
 
    “Master Ur, when I fought them, they were clothed and armed. And you have my word that I don’t have a habit of taking clothes off dead men—or live ones, for that matter. Besides, I didn’t have the time for such silliness. I rushed towards the gate as soon as I was done with them. I don’t know what happened next. It could have been their companions or the local riffraff. That alley doesn’t look like a respectable place. And the capital is teeming with thieves. Everybody knows that.” 
 
      
 
    There was silence again, and it lasted awhile. Then the master gave me a slight nod. 
 
    “I hear you, Chuck. The guards will check the neighborhood. They’ll go through it with a fine comb. But we don’t need that to establish that those were indeed the Faceless Ones. And the guards have already questioned the residents in the nearby houses and confirmed there was indeed a fight. Someone even saw figures in black. At any rate, if you were a Faceless One, you wouldn’t have been able to get in here enrolling as a student. You would never have passed the test at the gate. We just know. It is impossible to get in unless we ask you in.” 
 
    “But this one did,” I reminded him. “And I have also been told they had an accomplice on the inside. They may have been lying, Master Ur, but it wouldn’t hurt to check this out.” 
 
    “Actually, that was something I wanted to talk to you about, Chuck. Do you know who the headmaster of our school is?” 
 
    “You are.” 
 
    “No, Chuck. I mean the real headmaster.” 
 
      
 
    I knew the answer, but decided not to be a smartass. 
 
    “Master Ur, I’m afraid you lost me there. Everybody knows you’re in charge here.” 
 
      
 
    The principal pointed at the ceiling. 
 
    “Only one nobleman is above everybody else in the Empire.” 
 
    “The Emperor, you mean? I do not deny his supremacy, but everybody knows you’re the school’s principal.” 
 
    “You’re wrong about this too, Chuck. Our school is known as an Imperial establishment for a reason. It belongs to the Emperor. He’s really in charge of everything here.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “If that’s the reasoning, you are right, Master Ur. I apologize for my mistake.” 
 
    “Formally, you’re right, Chuck. The students never give such matters any thought, for some reason. But that’s just the students—not their families. Those who really know what responsibility is always try to find out who’s in charge. Really in charge. Understanding such things is of paramount importance. It can make you rise—or fall. Fall to your death, if you’re not lucky. Being the owner of the school, the Emperor is responsible for everything that goes on here, including security. The Emperor is obligated to take every measure imaginable to ensure no one scales these walls from the outside, and it is evident that he’s also responsible for protecting the students’ lives from any external threats. A student can die during a risky test, but that much is the student’s responsibility. The decision about whether or not to get exposed to danger lies with the student in such cases. Death at the hand of an assassin outside the school is worse, but still acceptable. However, a student dying violently inside these walls is utterly unacceptable. His or her blood would stain the Emperor’s hands too. There is also another side to the murder of a student. Your incognito status implies that no one engages in traditional aristocratic squabbling. But you must have noticed that in some cases false identities don’t last long. Alas, we cannot provide full anonymity if you don’t cooperate fully, so a death could cast suspicion on whoever would benefit from it, such as someone from a hostile clan. If they’re suspected of settling old scores in a place as well-protected as this one, it can lead to dire consequences. Such moves are supposed to be answered in kind, so that no one would doubt the family’s power. And imagine what would happen if the Emperor’s people got accused of having helped the enemy to assassinate a student. There would be consequences, Chuck, as serious as they would be inevitable, and even a great mind such as mine cannot imagine how far it would go. I have no experience in such matters, because no one ever managed to do harm to any of our students inside these walls. Do you understand me, Chuck?” 
 
    “Master, you mean I should keep quiet about what happened today? Well, there’s no need to worry about me, I can tell you that. But you’ll have to make sure everyone else keeps their mouths shut too, and I’m not talking about your own people. I mean other students. It wasn’t that late, and they weren’t sleeping yet. I am sure quite a few of them saw me being escorted from the dorm. Perhaps they didn’t see everything, but they sure will gossip, and someone might put two and two together. 
 
      
 
    Master Ur shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I know my people, and other students can be taken care of. The only person I’m not yet sure about is you, Chuck. None of this will matter if you talk.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I didn’t make myself clear the first time, Master. Of course I will not talk.” 
 
    “That’s better, Chuck. So, what are your terms?” 
 
    “Terms? What do you mean, master?” 
 
      
 
    Ur gave me a sad smile.  
 
    “Your silence costs a lot right now. Don’t ever fail to appreciate value, or people might take it the wrong way. Besides, apart from your silence, I’ll have to ask another favor of you. It would be wrong to take so much without giving anything in return. One wrong breeds another. Giving something away too easily means the giver may not fully appreciate the value forfeited. We cannot afford that. The school’s very reputation is at stake. So I’m going to make you an offer. You can accept it, reject it, or try to bargain for more. But I don’t recommend going too far. Are you ready to hear what I have to say, Chuck?” 
 
    “Of course, Master.” 
 
    “There are two things I will require of you. First, your word that you will keep silent about what happened here this evening and not give as much as a slightest hint of it to anyone for at least a year. Second, we’ll charge you with having been found by the servants in the girls’ dorm after hours without a valid excuse for being there. The real reason will not be mentioned, but you are catching my drift, aren’t you?” 
 
    “So everyone will think I got into the girls’ dorm for something improper.” 
 
    “Something like that, Chuck. You won’t have to lie or cast doubts on anybody’s chastity. You can stay silent and mysterious, or you can deny everything, but you will have to deny it in such a way that no one would believe you. And make sure no one suspects anything about the real reason you were found in the girls’ dorm.” 
 
      
 
    It was my turn to chuckle. 
 
    “Master, if ORDER itself put in an appearance at the school tomorrow and I swore to it with everyone as my witness that I had done away with a squad of the Faceless Ones in the city, and then scattered the guards to rush and save esteemed Kimi’s life… I’m sorry, master, but not even the cockroaches in the kitchen would believe me. And if you publicly announced I was a womanizer and up to no good, it would change nothing. That’s what everybody’s thinking already anyway.” 
 
    “I like the way you are thinking, Chuck. So, you will remain silent, and we will charge you with breaking the school’s rules, which implies a punishment. How do you feel about losing ten points?” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help laughing. 
 
    “Master, if that’s your price, I don’t know how to bargain here. It’s like selling a horse and offering the buyer some extra money too.” 
 
    “Chuck, this isn’t the price, it’s a minor discomfort. Think of how other students will see it. You have been caught red-handed in the girls’ dorm at a late hour. Ten points aren’t that much of a fine for a trespass like that. We can say we have given you the benefit of the doubt.” 
 
    “And what did I do to deserve it?” 
 
    “Why, Chuck, you’re one of the school’s most diligent students, and that implies a certain amount of privilege. I can assure you that you will regain these points soon enough if you properly appreciate what you are getting in return for this minor inconvenience.” 
 
    “But I still don’t see what it is I’m getting. I’m sorry, master, but I really don’t follow.” 
 
    “That’s because you haven’t been given anything yet. Knowledge, Chuck. What you’ll be getting is information. The very thing you came for when you enrolled at the school. Your reward will be in that you will beat all the other students to it. And this knowledge will be of particular importance to you. Do you understand me now?” 
 
    “You have my undivided attention, Master.” 
 
    “That’s very commendable, Chuck. It appears I wasn’t wrong about you. You really know value when you see it. No fool’s gold for you. So, tell me, Chuck, what do you know about the Doyens’ Labyrinth?” 
 
      
 
    I was barely able to conceal my excitement. That was quite a turn in the conversation, and it was where things were becoming really interesting. Much more interesting than a ten-point fine or any amount of gold I could have asked for in return for my silence, but never did. 
 
    “The Doyens’ Labyrinth is a special place for special challenges,” I replied cautiously, thinking of how not to reveal too much. Giving away the fact that I was better informed than the rest was the surest way to arouse unwanted suspicion. Master Ur didn’t just get appointed to his position as someone’s client; he had his head screwed on the right way. Besides, the title of Great Master wasn’t given arbitrarily; one had to go to great lengths to earn it. 
 
      
 
    I was well-informed on the subject, to put it mildly, and perhaps as well as anyone could possibly be without having had an opportunity to visit the Labyrinth or communicate to those who had been there. Great Master Tao was the only exception, but he had only visited the Labyrinth a few times, and it was a long time ago. Besides, his own interest in the place involved other things, so the questions I sought to find answers to would be very different too. Moreover, there was never a guarantee that even those who had visited the place dozens of times knew much more than me. So, even taking into account that some students may have learned something about the place from their families, I really doubted any of them had a better idea of what the dungeon was like. To spell it out in plain language, the main reason I enrolled at the school was the opportunity to explore the Doyens’ Labyrinth that it offered. I had obviously invested a lot of effort, time, and money in collecting information. 
 
      
 
    The Great Master went silent for a few seconds, looking at me as if trying to scan my brain for all the stuff I was currently holding back. Finally he spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Chuck, I’ve been watching you. I usually try to keep an eye on all the students, because that’s what the job entails, but you in particular. And I still don’t know what your real name is.” 
 
    “Are you supposed to?” I asked cautiously. 
 
      
 
    That was a wee bit cavalier: apart from interrupting the principal, I raised a topic it was too early to bring up. I still needed my anonymity. 
 
      
 
    “Of course I’m not,” Ur agreed. “Moreover, I haven’t even tried to find that out. But since I have to keep track of everything that’s happening in our school, sooner or later I learn everything there is to know about everyone. Few have what it takes to keep their past secret. I’m not talking about you, Chuck. You do have that talent. And it doesn’t just concern your past. I have noticed that you are circumspect about everything else. For example, you don’t reveal your true potential. You try to make a good impression, but you do not advertise everything you’ve got. What you demonstrated in the dummy hall was greatly at odds with the usual picture you show us. You didn’t bother being circumspect that time since you had assumed there’d be no one watching you. But I was there and I saw you. I saw a lot. And, apart from that, you’re ambitious, Chuck. You don’t waste your time on trifles. Your purpose is clear: you want to get to the top. And you act professionally, rather than just try to go for the top rankings from the start. You are like a sly runner who keeps behind the leader until the finish line is in sight. You’re holding yourself back to gather momentum for when the time is right, so that you could then leave the opponent in the dust with no chance of winning. It’s not a foolproof tactic, but it obviously has its merits. For the two services you have done us, I will offer you two pieces of advice. The first is to try harder. The prize this year’s leader is getting will be a lot more valuable than any of those given over the last couple of years. The Emperor has decided to encourage interest in learning by resorting to a nearly forgotten practice. I won’t say any more, but I think you can figure out the rest yourself if you really want to. My second piece of advice is as follows: the Doyens’ Labyrinth will receive more attention this year than it usually does. Access will open in two weeks and will generally be available to successful students on a weekly basis. However, those who rise to the top of the weekly ratings will occasionally be given an extra day. The first ratings leader will be given this day every week. Additionally, you’ll be able to visit the Labyrinth on your days off, and all such unused days will count, starting now. Today you’ve taken half a day off, even though you could have opted for a full day. If you do the same thing next week, you’ll have a whole extra day at your disposal. Thus, in two weeks’ time you’ll be able to spend three full days at the Doyens’ Labyrinth: one for your day off, one as your regular quota, and an additional one as the top student. Provided, of course, you don’t just regain your position, but get to the top. You’re not among the leaders now, but you didn’t fall far, and you’ll have enough time to regain your standing. How does this sound to you, Chuck? Is it worth ten points and your silence?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Great Master, you could have bargained me down. It is worth a whole lot more.” 
 
      
 
    Ur gave me a sly grin. 
 
    “Consider this an advance payment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The craftiest of the Faceless Ones would die of envy watching me sneak into my room. I didn’t make a sound or cast a shadow. Heck, I barely breathed at all. However, as I headed for my bed, I realized that, judging by my roommates’ breathing, none of them was really asleep. I froze and instantly heard Ogron’s voice behind. 
 
      
 
    “So, how did it go with Master Ur? Are they going to make you marry the lucky gal?” 
 
      
 
    My mind was still processing what the principal had told me, so I had no time or brain power to waste on a clever repartee, 
 
    “Marry? Marry whom?” 
 
    “So you’re quite the ladies’ man, eh?” Akhshot drawled, approval in his voice. “That’s how we do it around here. It’s never too late to marry. And you can have your fun in the meantime.” 
 
    “But who is she?” asked a soft voice. That had to be Tsass. 
 
    “Indeed! Who is she?” Ogron echoed. “Humor us. Curious minds want to know who our boy Chuck was visiting in the girls’ dorms. Hey, and that’s after blowing off steam in the city for an entire day.” 
 
     “To begin with,” I said, “it doesn’t look like everyone has an interest. Paxus is sleeping like a log, for some reason, so he’s not even saying anything.” 
 
    “What?!” Paxus sounded almost offended. “Sleeping? No way! If you look under my blanket, you’ll see I am now one enormous ear, and I’m as anxious to know as everyone else. Come on, spill the beans!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 18 
 
    Vying for the Top Spot: Waiting is a Bummer 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two weeks is a lot. A whole damn lot. Too long for comfort. Unexpectedly so. 
 
    I did not expect to be able to pay my first visit to the Doyens’ Labyrinth any earlier than in another month. That was the date I had been preparing for initially, relying on the information gathered over the previous two years. Who could have known that the Emperor was going to serve the most interesting item on the menu earlier than usual? Now I did know, and that information suddenly made the much shorter wait period unbearable. All I could think about now was that the goal I had worked towards over the previous two years was just days away. And that could be the most important goal of my life. 
 
      
 
    For some reason, realizing that D-Day was much closer than I thought wreaked havoc on my mind. My grand plan was approaching its endgame, during which I would likely have incredible prospects opening up in front of me, or get to watch everything crash and burn. That uncertainty weighed down on me hard. I had problems eating and sleeping, often behaved in an absentminded manner, which was very unusual of me, and didn’t feel much like talking to anyone. Even learning new things was no longer as much fun as it used to be. 
 
      
 
    That was a bad sign. Feeling happy when learning helped one process and remember things better. Now was not a good time for me to get distracted. I did receive that ten-point demerit, as agreed upon, and so far the masters didn’t seem to be in any particular hurry to help me make up for it. The principal must have forgotten to let them in on his plan. Not that he really promised me a fact track either, come to think of it. I was expected to make it to the top of the rankings under my own power. 
 
      
 
    To be sure, the overall picture didn’t look that bad even after the demerit. The loss of ten points was no small thing, but it wasn’t fatal. I was close to the top by that moment, the absolute maximum score being just over one hundred. Even though I was not even in the top ten at the moment, I could still claim a full day and a half of the Labyrinth if I used my available free time. And if I didn’t go to town next week, it would be two full days. Getting to or close to the very top could give me three days if I won the “leaders lottery,” or guarantee said three days if I made it to the number one spot. 
 
      
 
    Naturally, I was not going to the Labyrinth to try staying there as long as I could during my very first visit. Before attempting anything like that, I would need to reconnoiter the place first and get my bearings. Then I could start thinking of longer forays. Still, my unused days would accumulate as I went along, and I’d be able to claim them later, when I was fully ready. 
 
      
 
    There were two things to consider though. 
 
    To begin with, three days was a lot. Others would spend that time learning, and I was still supposed to keep up with them, Labyrinth or not. There were ways to handle this, but that implied extra complications. 
 
      
 
    Second, the top spot had to be earned. When I had ten points deducted, I dropped down to seventy-two. The absolute leader in the rankings was Dors, every master’s favorite, with his 109 points. Therefore, I had a thirty-seven-point gap to bridge in two weeks, which was a lot. At the initial stage, it would have been plain out impossible. All we did back then was lose points, the only difference being who lost them faster. The situation had changed for the better since then, and radically so, but Dors still remained an animal that was more equal than others. Apparently, his family was too much of a heavyweight, and no matter what anyone said, there just wasn’t a single place in the whole Empire where such things could be altogether ignored. That explained the masters’ extra benevolence towards the blond jerk. 
 
      
 
    It was hard to compete for leadership with a clear management favorite, and given the gap between us, the task might seem completely impossible. Yet I tried as hard as I could, wasting not a single opportunity that presented itself. I became a predator waiting to pounce on his prey from an ambush. And my prey wasn’t flesh and blood. It was lucky breaks. The kind that let you grab an extra point or two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Master Gnorius earned the moniker Sleep Maker among the students. History wasn’t a particularly important subject, but that didn’t make it any less interesting. You’d have to try really hard to make the accounts of the glorious deeds of yore sound like elevator music. 
 
      
 
    But Gnorius tried hard, and with great success. 
 
    It took an effort to suppress a hearty yawn as I tried to decipher what the master was saying. And I have to admit I failed. The topic wasn’t particularly interesting to begin with, and Gnorius remained true to himself, laying pointless archaic verbiage on thick, mumbling his words in a drab monotone and repeating himself over and over again with minute variations. The master could surely have a successful second career as a sleep therapist.  
 
      
 
    And he’d do even better if he left teaching to somebody else altogether. 
 
    “And thus, noble scions, I have given you a complete account of the decline of the last of the Nrams and his kingdom. The ruler, deprived of his land and his family, fled into areas so remote and horrific they cannot be mentioned without a shudder. There he had given the last drop of his blood to the most hideous creatures of all—mortal foes of the Empire and of life itself. May the glory of the Emperor be eternal, for he had saved our magnificent land from falling prey to darkness. May the unfaithful remain bound in lands remote and inaccessible, or, better yet, perish altogether, leaving behind nothing but dark memories and the rubble of their accursed dwellings. Would anybody like to ask a question? This is one of the most interesting periods in modern history, and I have only managed to give you a perfunctory familiarity with the events it entails. I cannot believe none of you wants to delve deeper into the topic.” 
 
      
 
    Somebody in the back of the room couldn’t bear it anymore and gave a loud yawn. A few others, still awake, couldn’t stifle their subdued sneers, but Master Gnorius did not seem perturbed by any of it at all. He was well used to his lectures being universally used as napping time, but he still hoped at least someone would show an interest. I drew a mental sigh. Honestly, I didn’t care one bit about King Nram and his kingdom. But points didn’t earn themselves, and I had to get mine by any means available. 
 
      
 
    I rose and bowed my head slightly.  
 
    “Master Gnorius, I have seen an old map of Nram’s Kingdom. It is really small, and it has always been hostile to our empire. How did the Nrams manage to persevere for so long, given our superior strength? This is something that I can’t quite wrap my mind around.” 
 
      
 
    Gnorius didn’t just smile—he beamed. It was a rare occasion someone did anything other than try to suppress drowsiness at one of his lectures. I could only remember two such occasions, and in both cases the events discussed pertained to the key events in the history of Rava that directly concerned the interests of many families, so even the master’s best efforts couldn’t knock everyone out cold. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, uh… student… What would your name be?” 
 
    The history teacher didn’t even bother learning his students’ names. Education clearly wasn’t his vocation. 
 
    “Chuck of House Norris, sir.” 
 
    “It’s a good question, Chuck, and I have indeed failed to give this topic the attention it deserves. Unfortunately, a lot of things have transpired in the Empire’s history, and a subject such as ours gets precious little curriculum time. As you have pointed out, even at its peak prosperity, the Nram Kingdom had never been particularly large, and the same concerned their army and population numbers. There were Imperial provinces larger than this kingdom, and they would have been able to take on the Nram Kingdom in a fair fight even without any assistance from other parts of the country. The Kingdom’s so-called nobility isn’t even worth mentioning. Were it up to me, I would altogether eschew that term because they weren’t noble in anything but name, not even Nram himself and his family. Their power was based on something other than true nobility: a sole battle artifact known as Nram’s Trident. This name is patently wrong but, unfortunately, it has entered common use, and that’s how the weapon in question is called now. Each of the Empire’s military forays into their lands was cut short by the Trident alone. The geography of the Nram Kingdom only allowed a few avenues of approach, and any invading army would eventually get into the trident’s range. It wasn’t until the reign of Emperor Traius the Fourth that a situation presented itself to use overwhelming force cunningly to attack the kingdom. The old clans’ strongest fighters managed to engage Nram personally. It was a long and arduous fight. Unfortunately, Nram survived it, although it doesn’t mean he won. The Trident got damaged during the battle and lost one of its prongs. Without the artifact, the Nram Kingdom was a less than mediocre enemy, and its army was easily wiped out once the Imperial legions rested and regrouped. Its lands were absorbed into the Empire, its so-called aristocracy was vanquished or fled to faraway destinations and died out in obscurity, and its commoners were assimilated. The Nram Kingdom perished without a chance for rebirth, and its fate became an example to any evil-wisher who begrudges the Empire its prosperity. So, Chuck, do you understand now how that perfidious kingdom managed to persist in its evil ways for so long?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Yes, Master. Thank you for your excellent explanation.” 
 
    “Thank you for paying attention to important details, Chuck. You can sit down now, and don’t forget to give yourself an extra point. We encourage students to have inquisitive minds here. Have the rest of the students understood everything, or does anybody have any further questions?” 
 
      
 
    This was perfect. I paid a little attention, feigned an interest in the tedious master’s lecture, and moved a little closer to my goal. Not by far, granted, but I still had no reason to complain; Gnorius wasn’t generous with his points. 
 
      
 
    But my joy was short-lived as suddenly Dors got up too. At the beginning of the lecture, just two points separated me from the obnoxious leader, and now it was only one. The fair-haired oaf never bothered to speak up during relatively unimportant lectures, but then, fairly recently, his behavior changed quite a bit. He claimed he was above paying any attention to the rankings, as certain rebellious teenagers are wont to do, but in reality he must have felt a considerable amount of pain in his derriere when I closed a large gap in just two weeks and was now breathing down his neck. Earlier, he only bullied more timid students who would lose their nerve in the face of someone of his standing; nowadays, he used every opportunity to pick a fight with me. He would get a less than polite answer every time, and the conflict would end there. However, Dors was getting more and more pissed after every such encounter. It was clear the muscled lummox didn’t want his leadership position to slip away. He might have been aware of some things the principal had told me about, but it was more likely he was just used to being at the top and didn’t want to lose the bragging rights that went with it. I could tell there was a major showdown coming between the two of us. I looked forward to seeing him try though. Dors was no intellectual by any measure, and Master Gnorius did not approve of silly questions. Besides, the big guy was never a favorite of his. The history teacher had no favorites. 
 
      
 
    “Uh… Master Gnorius, there’s something I don’t get. All right, so this Trident did get broken. What of it? Why didn’t they fix it and chase away the Emperor’s army again? I have broken many spears and swords. Once I even managed to break an ax with an iron handle in two. They would always get fixed. Artifacts can be fixed too.” 
 
    “What’s your name, student?” 
 
    “Dors of House Agrack.” 
 
    “Tell me, Dors, do you know anything about the kind of artifacts capable of defending an entire kingdom?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, sure. You’ve just told us about one.” 
 
    “And have you ever seen artifacts that could do something like that?” 
 
    “Master, it is unbecoming a noble to lie, so I will be brutally honest here: I have never had any interest in artifacts. I follow the way of power. Those who use such contraptions to defend themselves are weaklings. And I’m no weakling.” 
 
    “I have heard you, Dors, but I regret to inform you that you have failed to pay any attention to the nature and scale of the events in question as I was describing them. Therefore, your question isn’t pertinent to the material, and as much as it hurts me, I have to take a point off of you for that. Although, wait… Perhaps this is a general misunderstanding here. Well, then, Chuck here claims he has understood it all. Let us check if this is indeed so. Chuck, would you be so kind as to explain to Dors and the others what it is he has failed to grasp? If you were truthful in your answer and indeed understand everything, you shouldn’t find the task too difficult.” 
 
      
 
    I was livid inside as I rose. Not only did I get accused of not being honest enough in my reply, but the Sleep Maker now wanted me to elaborate on a topic I preferred not to demonstrate any familiarity with. But now I had to. 
 
    “Yes, Master. If you’re referring to the nature of Nram’s Trident, I am aware of the difference.” 
 
    “Well, explain it to everybody, then, and we’ll listen.” 
 
    “Master, what we refer to as artifacts today are in fact three different classes of objects. There are your regular artifacts crafted by those who have special ORDER talents. Such talents are hard to obtain and extremely expensive to develop, which is why there are so few artificers. Then there are spoils received from Chaos—various items from another world. Sometimes they’re useful; other times, they are harmful or altogether useless, and quite often they make no sense at all. Some of them may be objects from our world changed by Chaos. They are really unpredictable. Such objects are few, and for the most part, they aren’t particularly strong. Even though they are impossible to make, our artificers are occasionally capable of recharging them once they run out of power. Finally, there are objects from another era also known as runic artifacts, ancient artifacts, and so on. Those magic items were created using runic technologies. They were forged during the epochs preceding the advent of ORDER or at the very beginning of the Age of ORDER. Just like Chaos artifacts, these items can have a variety of effects. They can be weak or incredibly powerful, more so than the strongest Chaos artifacts, due to their essential affinity with Rock and the fact that they were meant to be used by humans. When Dors was talking about artifact repairs, he was only referring to the first category. People cannot fix any other kind. The strongest regular artifacts are only as strong as their weakest runic counterparts at best, and there is certainly no comparison between them and the strongest runic artifacts. You didn’t mention the exact nature of Nram’s Trident as you were telling us about the fall of that kingdom, but it was clearly a runic or Chaos artifact since a regular one wouldn’t have been able to slow down or stop an entire provincial army. It must have been something much more serious than that.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Gnorius nodded. “Nram’s Trident was an ancient artifact. I regret having failed to mention as much. Some opine that ancient technologies were lost as a result of Chaos striking at the very centers where runic artificers practiced their craft. There is also the opinion that runes could not coexist with ORDER, and only the most ancient of such objects are usable today. Be that as it may, recreating that technology is beyond our ability. We can only recharge them, and not even in any consistent manner. Also, things like the dummies in our school can occasionally be used without understanding how they work. We must be grateful for what limited help we are still getting from the artifacts of the ancients. Chuck, your knowledge, keen attention, and foresight earn you another point. Two points altogether.” 
 
      
 
    I suppressed my grin although I felt jubilant inside. 
 
      
 
    I did it! I closed the gap between myself and Dors, and at a history lecture, no less. It was mind-boggling! If the big guy didn’t get any demerits, I’d come out ahead once I earned just one point more. I’d have to step on it as today was the last day, and opportunities didn’t fall into one’s lap all that often. More precisely, this was the very end of the last day. There was very little time left. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Master. Let me reiterate it so that no one would have any more doubts. Whether it was an ancient artifact or a Chaos artifact is unimportant. Neither can be fixed. People lost runic technology ages ago, and there had never been any such technology in the case of Chaos to begin with. The best we can hope for is to be able to recharge such objects.” 
 
    “Thank you again, Chuck. Rest assured I never really doubted your ability. I just hoped for an answer as informative as yours. You deserve more than two points, but alas, that’s my personal limit per student. I cannot award any more. Sit down, Chuck. As for you, Dors, you are an entirely different story. You have earned your demerit fair and square, don’t you think? Do you have anything to say to make me change my mind? But remember, my two-point limit extends to demerits as well, Dors. If I don’t like your answer, I’ll double the penalty.”  
 
      
 
    I looked at Dors sideways, appreciating the color of his face: deep red, and getting redder by the moment. You could light cigarettes off his cheeks, if there was such a thing as cigarettes in this world, that is. It took the undisputed leader all of a few minutes to lose what little advantage he had over me, and now he was even one point behind. The difference was minor, but since this was the last day, and it was drawing to a close, it worked against him now. As of the day before, they began giving the student body the first glimpses of what the principal told me two week prior. And now it looked like my rival was going to lose the honor of getting the first prize day in the history of our class. 
 
      
 
    However, Dors was smart enough not to argue. 
 
    “I thank you for your explanation, Master Gnorius. You have helped me see my mistake. 
 
    “Excellent. Sit down, Dors. And now I would like to tell you the glorious tale of…” 
 
      
 
    As I listened to Gnorius droning on and on, I felt triumphant. The evening was almost upon us, and the archery range was the only place left where we could earn points today. And what mattered there was accuracy, rather than mere graceful posturing and other such pointless rituals. Dors knew his way around shooters, but master marksman he wasn’t. There were only two other students in the entire class I would consider my equals in that respect, and blondie wasn’t one of them. I could easily leave the rest in the dust. 
 
      
 
    Besides, similarly to Gnorius, the Archery Master was equally indifferent to all of us. That meant Dors wouldn’t get any points just on the account of his blood being bluer, and his archery skills were unimpressive. The Archery Master was stingy with rewards, so I was unlikely to get any points there, either, but all I needed now was not to screw up, and that would cement my position as a leader. 
 
      
 
    Being at the top of the bunch also implied certain responsibilities. The principal told me as much right there and then, and in so much detail that I could tell he had no doubts I would come out on top.  
 
      
 
    The rankings leader had to visit the Labyrinth every week. Unlike for the rest of the class, it wasn’t merely optional. If they were reluctant or unable to do so for some reason, they would lose twelve points and keep losing as many every seven days, which would sooner or later result in the loss of the leader’s title. And that loss could be rapid since, by some indications, visits to the Labyrinth were the most effective way to advance in points. The school offered nothing better. 
 
      
 
    Me, I didn’t mind going to the Labyrinth at all. Moreover, getting there was a dream of mine. 
 
    A long-cherished dream. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 19 
 
    Khellager and the Big Day 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Get up! Hurry! Oh, come on, Akhshot, get your butt out of bed! The great day has come!” 
 
    “Awaken, oh noble sir, for many great deeds await thee…” I grumbled, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. 
 
    Ogron was all action and more to the point. He simply threw a pillow at Paxus and grumbled, 
 
    “Stop yelling, Chaos take you. Today’s the first day we’ve been allowed to get some proper sleep.” 
 
    “Hey, sleepyhead! Have you forgotten what awaits us? The Red Petal Orchard! And the Abode of Thorny Lilies in there! It’s the best you can get, I told you that a hundred times already. The best place in the Empire, and in the whole world too. Come on, Akhshot, move it! We’ve got to get ready! Hurry up, everyone!” 
 
    “Why everyone, then?” Ogron drawled over a yawn. “The only ones dreaming about the brothel and all the nasty diseases you’re likely to pick up there are you and Akhshot. The rest of us—Tsass, Chuck, and I—signed up for the Labyrinth.” 
 
    “So what if you’re signed up? Just cancel it!” Paxus wouldn’t stop as he rummaged through his belongings with a righteous fervor. “It’s the first town leave Akhshot and I are getting! At last! We won’t waste a chance like this, folks. We can’t keep the Thorny Lilies waiting! We must make sure these shy darlings finally learn what happiness is all about. They don’t know what’s good for them, but they will, once they see it! Guys! We’re friends! And I don’t leave my friends behind! Akhshot, don’t just clam up! Explain it to these slowpokes that you cannot let your luck pass you by!” 
 
    “Yeah, like… Join us, why don’t you?” The big guy drawled uncertainly. “There are enough wenches there, Paxus knows what he’s talking about…” Then he shifted back to his usual complaining voice without missing a beat. “Hey, Paxus, you seen my red belt anywhere? The damn thing always ends up missing, Chaos take it.” 
 
    “Make sure you don’t forget your garavra,” Ogron smirked.  
 
      
 
    The mention of the aphrodisiac that had given him a rather unsavory nickname among the students made Akhshot sour at once. He sounded almost hurt when he spoke again 
 
    “Oh, screw you, go eat smelly dust at that Labyrinth of yours. You’ll wish you had come, but it will be too late. We’ve asked that guard, Botts about it. He said they give you a discount if there’s a bunch of you. It will be a lot cheaper for five than it would be for two.” 
 
    “That blabbermouth Botts told you so?” Ogron chuckled. “The two of you are so wet behind the ears it’s painful. Don’t choke on the baloney he’s been feeding you.” 
 
    “How’s that?” Paxus asked, still strewing his stuff all over the place. His mind was already there, at greener pastures. “Botts sure likes shooting the breeze, and I like that. He doesn’t stonewall you like the other guards. I saw him looking at the student girls the very first day, so I approached him, and we started talking, and I asked him where the best girls were over here. That’s when he told me all about the Orchard and the Thorny Lilies. I’ve heard of the Red Petal Orchard before, so I knew he was serious. But I found out about the Thorny Lilies from him. Why would he lie to us? He gave me the full scoop on the Orchard. Come along, Ogron. What did you see in that flyblown village of yours? Garavra, muck, and horses in heat? Get your pants on and get ready to party like a real stud.” 
 
      
 
    Ogron shook his head. 
 
    “Thanks, buddy, but those Thorns you’re talking about are to prickly for me.” 
 
    “How would you know? You’ve never seen them!” 
 
    “I know, Paxus. I just do. Call it foresight. What about you, Chuck? You suddenly got an appetite for all things thorny too? I mean, why are you in such a hurry to get dressed?” 
 
    “I need to see to something in the city before I enter the Labyrinth,” I said. 
 
    “There’s not much time. You have to be at the Labyrinth before noon,” Ogron reminded me. “Will you manage to get back to school?” 
 
    “I won’t need to get back. I checked yesterday, and you can get to the Emperor’s Quarter on your own and tell them your business. They’ll have a pass in my name, so they’ll let me in.” 
 
    “Oh, ain’t you a prudent one! You are always on schedule. Respect, man!” 
 
    “Yeah, no such luck for the rest of us, poor buggers,” Paxus sighed, giving me one of his usual yearning looks. 
 
      
 
    I knew he didn’t really expect me to join their erotic outing and was primarily targeting Tsass and Ogron. After I ended up at the female students’ dorm and was paraded out by guards and masters, Paxus became totally convinced I was the ultimate womanizing god. My roommate’s brain only had one track, but he used it with true zeal, projecting his lust-fueled dreams onto me, now that he had apparently selected my modest self as a kind of a role model. In that pea-sized mind of his, Chuck of House Norris had his finger in every pie, and my attempts to disabuse him of that notion only bolstered his conviction it was indeed so. I guess, the way the recent events may have looked to an outside eye and my casual mention of my erotic escapades at the nomadic camp in the north made an indelible impression on our wannabe Casanova’s unsophisticated thinking muscle. 
 
      
 
    In a way, I was glad that famous brothel in the capital was now Paxus’s guiding star, or he would have done his damnedest, trying to follow me into town, unaware that the tactic of vicarious participation in someone else’s adventures could never be particularly fruitful. However, as slow-witted as he might be in many respects, he was still smart enough to realize a bird in hand was much more of a sure thing than two in a faraway bush out there. 
 
      
 
    Which suited me perfectly fine. The last thing I wanted was Paxus, or anyone else for that matter, tagging along. I had a brand new idea, even though I still had to figure out how to go about it. But I figured, once I was outside, I’d think of something. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The look the guards at the gate gave me was anything but friendly. Those I had been forced to fight now held a grudge the size of the Emperor’s palace, and the rest of them joined in. But I didn’t have to be their buddy. 
 
      
 
    I felt like stopping right outside the gate and taking a good look around, somehow hoping to see Beko, but the guards would definitely take notice. And since they had a bone to pick with me, they might get suspicious and develop an unhealthy interest in my endeavors. I had no idea where that might lead and wanted none of it. So, instead of lingering in the neighborhood, I hurried away, giving the familiar alley a miss before turning into the next one. I wasn’t too eager to revisit my recent memories, thank you very much. 
 
      
 
    I wondered how I would find Beko now. The capital city was, for the most part, terra incognita to me, and anyway, it had now been a week since we saw each other. My primary objective was earning points and developing new abilities, so everything else took second place to that. A full day at the Labyrinth meant way too much to me, even though the actual time you spent there was of lesser importance. Even if you went in for just a few minutes, you still got credit for that. And for me, every extra chance to visit the Hidden City was priceless.  
 
      
 
    Therefore, today I had to be there on time for my first entry, scheduled for around noon, and I still had to pay Khellager a short visit before that. Which left me precious little time for finding Beko, although that would also be crucial. It wasn’t just that I worried about him. I had a vested interest there as well. Beko knew too much, and I put a lot of effort into helping him develop. He was too important to me to just let him wander around like that, getting himself in all kinds of trouble. 
 
      
 
    Why didn’t he stay in school? What could have possibly happened to him there? Why the sudden setback? That was what I was racking my brain about as I turned into that other alley—et voila, there was Beko. 
 
      
 
    Though his face was hidden under a large hood, the primitive disguise didn’t fool me. I stopped, looking at his incredibly happy mug in sheer amazement. 
 
    “Chaos take me! Beko, you are all grown up! A real man!” 
 
    “You don’t look too bad yourself, Ged.” 
 
    “Hush!” I pressed a finger to my lips. “I’m not Ged. I’m Chuck of House Norris.” 
 
    “Oops, I forgot,” Beko checked himself. “But I won’t forget this time. You’re Chuck. Chuck of House Norris. Sorry. Things were happening real fast back then. I was scared. I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to salvage all that good stuff. I couldn’t think of anything else.” 
 
    “Beko!” I barked. “Why did you strip the Faceless Ones? They were asking me lots of nasty questions about that, you know.” 
 
    “Why would they ask you?” My friend looked genuinely surprised. “It wasn’t you who stripped them, right? You have no idea how much stuff there was on them. I still don’t know how to sell it, though. Folks over here are greedy and too nosy. They’ll start asking questions if I show them the goodies just like that. But I met a few guys here, so I hope they’ll help me move it.” 
 
    “Don’t even think about it!” I wagged my finger. “Dump all that stuff into a sewer! Anyway, why aren’t you in school? And what are you doing in the capital to begin with? You know, good education and all that stuff, that’s what I paid for, remember? So why aren’t you in school, Beko, reading your books?” 
 
      
 
    Beko grimaced. 
 
    “It was hard. They called me names. They treated me badly. And I tried really hard. I helped the school a lot too. I saved its main relic from the thieves. A cup made of moon metal, that’s what it was. Or, rather, they said it was moon metal. When I showed it to a fence, he laughed in my face. Told me it wasn’t really moon metal. It was a cheap alloy, well-polished and covered with some kind of translucent enamel. It was all fake, can you believe it? There was no point saving it.” 
 
    “Beko, I don’t have time to listen to your tall stories, especially about any kind of unlawful shenanigans. Once again, why aren’t you in school?” 
 
    “Well, Ge… Chuck, I mean. I told you. I tried hard, and I saved the relic from the thieves, and they only laughed. ‘Fancy a ghoul going to school,’ they’d say. They made fun of me. I gave some of them a few slaps for talking about me this way but they punished me for that. How is that for fair? They didn’t teach us well, either. I know stuff better than them. And I’m really good at counting. None of them can count like me. And if you can count, you’ll never have any problems with money. The merchants will never rip you off. They always like to swindle honest folks, but they can’t swindle me. So what else could I possibly need? Why study if I already know what’s really important? But I remembered what you were always telling me and kept trying. They laughed at me, but I still tried. And then I noticed your trail. You were somewhere near. I followed it, but then I lost it. I thought you went to the capital but didn’t want to meet me, for some reason. Then I thought that maybe you shouldn’t be seen with me. That’s what you said when you were sending me to school. You said it would be best if no one knew we were friends, so that no one could use me to track you down. And I started thinking that if you were near, something must have happened, and I had to help you. So I went to the capital.” 
 
    “Hold on!” I interrupted. “Why did you decide to look for me in the capital in the first place? Didn’t you just say you had lost track of me?” 
 
      
 
    Beko gave me a smug grin. 
 
    “It’s not only numbers I can do. I am good at a lot of other things. You’ve been really interested in those books about the main school for nobles. And you said you had a great plan. And you’ve sent me to school, even though I didn’t want to go. Then I realized your great plan was going to school too, but not my school, of course, but the most important one. And I also…” 
 
    “Wait a second, Beko! What am I supposed to do with you now? It couldn’t have happened at a less opportune moment…” 
 
    “But you don’t need to do anything. Just drop me a hint if there’s any loot to be had nearby. I’m always around. I’ll help.” 
 
    “You mean you are going to watch the school, the way you did now? Don’t even think about it. The guards here know their business. They’ll make you before you know it.” 
 
    “They haven’t made me yet.” 
 
    “They will, sooner or later. Rest assured of that. And none of your woodsman’s talents will help. Oh, tag along anyway. I need to visit someone. We’ll think of what to do with you while we’re there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “A ghoul in my house? That’s unexpected…” Khellager muttered absentmindedly, still measuring the circumference of my head with something that resembled a gigantic pair of calipers. 
 
    “He’s really OK, you know,” I kept advertising my friend’s virtues. “He just isn’t particularly fit for city life, is all. He can take care of himself perfectly well, that’s not something you need to worry about. I’m afraid you’re the only person I can trust in this matter. I have to make sure he is in a safe place until the end of the year. And make sure he stays out of trouble. If it’s a matter of money, I’ll pay well. Beko isn’t that much of an eater, and he’s a hard worker. You might need this place cleaned up, and there are always chores to do. You can trust him with that kind of stuff. He’s perfectly reliable.” 
 
      
 
    The doyen shook his head. 
 
    “There’s no junk in my house. There are things that might look that way, but they’re not really junk. It’s all deliberate. Quite often, these things are important, and they may be dangerous. And, in general, I am used to living alone. It’s easier to defend yourself this way, and you know for sure you won’t wake up with a dagger in your back one night.” 
 
    “Oh… I really hoped you’d be able to help me out.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, my boy. I’ll send your ghoul to my brother. He can be trusted too, and he’s good at keeping people in line. Your ghoul will be just fine.” 
 
    “Brother? I didn’t know you had a brother.” 
 
    “Well, now you do. We’re twins, but we don’t look alike much. It must be professional. He’s an executioner. The Emperor’s executioner. So he looks a little stern.” 
 
      
 
    It was difficult for me to imagine someone looking sterner than Khellager, but I figured it wasn’t a good time to be arguing with the doyen. 
 
    “If you say your brother can be trusted, I am really grateful. Beko shouldn’t really be left on his own, or he will get in trouble easily. Uh, Mr. Khellager, if you don’t mind, how is it going with the wand? Have you checked it? Did you show it to any artificers? I could really use it today.” 
 
    “Why today in particular, my boy?” 
 
    “Today’s an important day. It’s my first visit to the Doyens’ Labyrinth.” 
 
    “What?! You intend to go to the flip side of the world with such ORDER issues?!” Khellager looked stunned. 
 
    “Why not? It’s not like I am going to develop any skills or attributes. Just a simple walk through the Labyrinth, that’s all.” 
 
    “A simple walk? Master Tao and I had a friend once who also went to the Labyrinth for a walk one day? And do you know what happened to him?” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “Neither do I. Tao has no idea, either. Nobody knows anything. He just didn’t come out. His sword was found eight years later, lying there in the open. His sword—and nothing else. We still know nothing of what transpired there. But I can tell you one thing for sure: he was a man of many talents and much experience. And his ORDER was in perfect shape, which is more than I can say about certain people I know. If I were you, I’d forget the word “walk” when venturing into a place like that. Treat the Labyrinth with the respect it deserves.” 
 
    “I see. I’m sorry, I did not mean to sound flippant. I guess I just didn’t make myself clear enough. So what about the wand?” 
 
    “The wand? Nothing. You can have it. It might come in handy for scratching your back.” 
 
    “Scratching my back?” I frowned. The malfunction must have been more serious than Master Tao thought. 
 
    “Yeah, your back. I checked. It does the job just fine.” 
 
    “What about accumulating and releasing energy?” 
 
    “You can forget about that, boy. The crystal that got damaged has nothing to do with it. It’s just a piece of rock. It just costs money. Anything that can be bought with money is trivial. But a circuit is something you can’t just buy.” 
 
    “I have enough money to afford quite a few things,” I quipped, not exactly sure it was the right thing to say. 
 
    “Oh, yeah? In that case, try finding a simpleton who’d sell you the Destroyer’s runic circuit. How the hell does one even manage to break something like that in our world? I mean, if you use it correctly, that is. It’s easier to break a ball of solid steel than the Destroyer’s circuit.” 
 
    “You mean, it can’t be fixed at all?” 
 
    “Boy, do you have any idea at all about runes and what they are? But of course you don’t. Nobody does. There’s no one left alive who understands that stuff. So, a runic circuit is called that for a reason. It works on runes, which are also referred to as ancient magic. The crystal and the rest of it are unimportant; they merely focus the force beam, and that’s only the rough focusing since all the fine-tuning is also based on runes. Like pretty much everything else there. The runic components no longer work, and the circuit is dead—just like everybody who knew anything about runes. So you can use what’s left of that wand to scratch your back. That’s all it is now good for.” 
 
    “That’s really bad. No one left at all who could fix those things?” I asked against all hope, knowing the answer beforehand.  
 
    “Boy, runes are a nearly forgotten history of the days long gone. Since then, humanity has found itself on the brink of extinction a number of times. On some of those occasions, there were so few survivors left in the world that they kept looking for each other for ages just to be able to procreate and carry on as a species. People regressed and kept losing more and more of the old times’ legacy. It was only when ORDER grew more powerful that we started to crawl out of that pit, little by little. Everything we know of the ancient times is a huge pile of balderdash, with maybe a dipper’s worth of truth in it. Or maybe even less than that. Rune masters remained in that long gone period. It was too sophisticated a discipline, and it did not survive through the ages of degradation. According to a popular legend, the last master of the craft and a bunch of his apprentices went North to fight a Chaos incursion. They succeeded, but none of the apprentices survived. The master ended up sacrificing himself to ORDER, praying for it to keep the runic craft alive and adapt it to the new reality. But that’s nothing but a legend, and no one familiar with the runic craft has been seen for thousands of years. The school of direct energy handling that our friend Tao is so proud of has managed to survive the ages of turmoil because it’s simple and compatible with ORDER. Runic magic is completely different. Even what little we know today confirms that humans have never known anything more complex than runes. Some say they weren’t a human invention in the first place, but rather a gift from the old gods. The human mind is said to be too weak to create something like that. We still use the fruits of the runic masters’ labors without understanding anything at all about the theory behind it. That’s nowhere near enough, of course, but what could we do? The artificer craft is incapable of handling the legacy of the ancients or recreating it in any way. The same goes for repairs. I’ve told you the truth, boy. The circuit is no more, so you can throw that piece away or use it as a back scratcher.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Doyen. It’s very sad news. It’s hard for me to process it.” 
 
    “There’ll always be bad news for those who don’t use their head. The world is a constant source of astonishment to them. Don’t be like that, boy.” 
 
    “I do my best not to. So… What about my ORDER, then? Any news on that?” 
 
    “Oh, finally! I was beginning to think you no longer have an interest in ORDER. I thought you only cared about that back-scratching contraption of yours now.” 
 
    “Of course I have an interest! But I thought it would be easier to fix the wand than my ORDER.” 
 
    “Well, it isn’t. The wand runs on runes, and that’s that. It’s a dead end. Since this is not just a crystal issue, you can forget about that piece. It’s been fried solid. ORDER is easier, though. Everybody and their grandma knows something about ORDER. Even the commonest of the commoners have some scraps of that knowledge. ORDER is twofold at the very least; it is complex and simple at the same time, and it’s open to everyone. And things are much easier in your case.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “Have you forgotten, boy? I’m a doyen. Knowing more than others comes with the job description.” 
 
    “Right, I’m sorry. So, what about my ORDER?” 
 
    “First I have to ask you an important question. Tell me, boy, how much time passed between you opening you Circles of Power? How many years did it take? When was the first, the second, and the third? Do you remember?” 
 
    “There’s nothing to remember, it all happened within a single year. More precisely, over the course of just a few days.” 
 
    “Did I hear you right, boy?!” The doyen exclaimed. “Just a few days for three Circles of Power?” 
 
    “Indeed. I realize this sounds unusual, but that’s how it panned out. I had an opportunity and I took it. You know it better than anyone that this kind of lightning fast progress should have killed me, but I got lucky to find myself in the right environment. I had access to… Anyway, it’s a long story, and I’m in a hurry. I cannot be late for my first foray into the Labyrinth. Would you mind terribly if I told you the details some other time? I could really use some advice though before I go. There are some crucial talents I’d like to open, but I cannot afford to faint. Can you tell me if there’s any way I could open them the regular way? Pain I can deal with, but I can’t afford getting knocked out for hours, let alone days. Risking that for a couple of extra points is too much of a price to pay. Yet, there are things I really need to open right now. So, whaddya say?” 
 
      
 
    The doyen shook his head. 
 
    “What you just told me about the three Circles of Power opened over a mere couple of days makes me doubt everything I think I know not only about ORDER, but about the structure of the world itself. I’ll have to ponder this for a long time now. One other thing I need is for no one to bother me, including you. So I’ll tell you the only thing I can share right now, and you’ll leave right away and stop asking stupid questions. Do we have a deal, boy?” 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” 
 
    “You have a choice between making me want to destroy you and receiving an incomplete answer, which will allow me to work on a more effective solution. What is there not to understand, boy? Stop testing my kindness. It has a limit.” 
 
    “All right, all right! Of course we have a deal. So, what is it you were going to say?” 
 
    “Have you ever inflated frogs as a kid?” 
 
    “Come again?!” 
 
    “Your childhood must have been really boring, boy. Anyway, that’s how you do it: catch a frog, stick a straw up its ass, and blow through it. They look real funny when they are all puffed up. My brother in particular liked the exercise very much. He was such a sweet lad, and now look at what’s become of him… Anyway, you’ve blown up your ORDER like a frog. And you’ve done it so fast it nearly burst. You can’t treat ORDER that way. What you’ve done to yourself is supposed to take years—not days. And that’s only part of your problem. There are other things too, but this much should be enough for the time being. Your ORDER went sky-high in just one supersized blow, and now all the problems you are having are merely a consequence of this great leap.” 
 
    “So, is there anything I can do to deflate it a bit?” 
 
    “Of course you can. ORDER has adapted to all sorts of human silliness, after all. It balances itself out no matter what you do with it. You just need to give it time.” 
 
    “And how much time would that be?” 
 
      
 
    Khellager shrugged. 
 
    “How would I know? This is the first time I see someone who’s puffed up his ORDER like a frog. I really need to think about this long and hard. Tell me, boy, do your nobleman’s talents work the way they should?” 
 
    “It’s hard to tell,” I said. “I can accept shudra oaths, but I’ve never tried it on a large scale. It’s as if something is in the way. About two dozen an evening, one after another, that’s it. I took breaks between them. Some needed to be cajoled, while others… Anyway, that’s not important. So, basically, I’ve tried nothing but one oath at a time. But I heard it’s only normal. Not everything kicks in at once when your Circle of Power opens.” 
 
      
 
    The doyen nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a serious change, and it usually takes time to get comfortable with it. But I will tell you more, boy: virtually no one can make everything work the way it should from the get go. All those nobleman’s abilities are, to some extent, a legacy of the ancient times that adapted to ORDER in a fairly haphazard way. Old families have been affected the worst. Everyone knows that boys like you can’t even sire children until much later. To some, even two Circles of Power aren’t enough, and others need three or even four, and then they have to wait for their bodies to adapt and begin working properly. That actually comes in handy under certain circumstances since it makes young men who aren’t particularly bright incapable of fathering bastards. A peasant girl’s child with noble blood is as ridiculous as it is scary. Anyway, like I said, this will require quite some thinking.” 
 
    “So what do I do now?” I asked, feeling desperate for at least a temporary patch-up. “I can tell you have a suggestion to make, don’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, I do, my boy, I do. But I’ve just spelled it out for you, loud and clear.” 
 
    “You have?” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear what I just said about those frogs? Or perhaps you forgot to turn your ears on? I just told you your ORDER has been blown sky-high in the most unsafe manner imaginable.” 
 
    “And how is that supposed to help me right now?” 
 
    “What do you mean, how? Am I the only one here with a brain? You should think too—about deflating your ORDER. Not completely, of course. Just a little.” 
 
    “Doyen, I have to admit I am not getting it.” 
 
    “Boy, aren’t you slow on the uptake! All right, let me explain it again: here’s a frog, and here’s a straw, and here’s too much air in the frog. Your ORDER is the frog. It is close to bursting, and you need to ease off some pressure. But still, it’s not quite like a frog, see? So don’t let the pressure out all at once. ORDER just doesn’t like any drastic changes. Go easy on it.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “What do you mean, how? You’ve blown it up, now you have to release some air. Think of what you’d like to get rid of, or perhaps something you wouldn’t really want to get rid of, but could afford to lose. Then dump it. Your ORDER will shrink a little and give you some space you’ll be able to fill with what you need so urgently. Do you understand me now, or should we send your ghoul to catch some frogs to use as visual aids?” 
 
    “There’s no need to torture any frogs. I understand now. But not all of it. How much do I have to dump to free up enough space for a single good talent?” 
 
      
 
    Khellager rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Boy, let me tell you, you’re dumber than that frog. Don’t you realize your case is unique? How can I tell you anything for certain about something no one has any knowledge of? I’ll have to think long and hard, and so will you. And you’ll need to act on it too. Experiment on yourself. Only experience will tell you what you need to get rid of in order to replace it with what you need. And, yeah, if you decide to keep developing something, make sure to back it up with practice.” 
 
    “What exactly do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    Khellager rolled his eyes even harder. 
 
    “Boy, why do you have to make it so difficult? Try using your brain, if only a little.” 
 
    “I’m trying.” 
 
    “You’re not trying hard enough. Imagine you want to develop your archery skills. So you raise your Archery talent a couple of times. But that’s still just a number, and both ORDER and your body will need time to get used to this number. If you want to speed it up, the best way to go about it would be to raise the numbers a little and immediately do some target practice. Or go hunting. Or enlist in the army as an archer. Let your body and ORDER live in harmony. We aren’t columns of numbers. We are flesh and blood, don’t you ever forget that. Do you see it now?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I do. That much is clear. But the devil is in the details, as always. How much practice and what kind of numbers?” 
 
    “Life will teach you, boy.” 
 
    “And how is it going to teach me?” 
 
    “You’re old enough to know it teaches you through pain. And now run off to you Labyrinth. My mind can do without all those silly distractions for a while.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 20 
 
    First Time In: A Game of Chance 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “My name is Diggo of House Rowday, and I’m a sergeant of the Empire, so you can call me Sergeant Diggo. I keep an eye on everyone who enters and leaves. If you have any questions or problems, you can ask me directly or tell one of my people. They will report to me. I’ll give you a quick overview of all you need to know when you come here for the first time. And while I’m talking, you should think real hard about whether you want to get in at all. No one will think less of you for refusing. Students’ families often object to their children coming here. If you were explicitly forbidden to go, you’ll need to consider that too. Family squabbles are a nasty thing. And if the Emperor is accused of allowing a student to go into the Labyrinth against their family’s wishes, that’s even worse. Does this apply to anyone here?” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant looked at the lot of us trying our best to stand at attention and failing miserably, went silent for a couple of seconds, and then continued. 
 
      
 
    “Since no one’s saying anything, we’ll assume it doesn’t. Take a look over there. That gate will take you to a corridor. Some of the masonry is original, and some needed to be rebuilt. Follow me and keep listening. The beginning of the corridor has been restored fairly recently, as you can see. This dungeon has been buried under rubble for centuries, and it was only after our Imperial dynasty came into power that they could identify what lay beneath. A little digging revealed seven doors that you can see over there, at the far end of the hall. Three of them are closed off with shields. Those don’t work, and you should give them no thought. What you want to use are the doors without shields. Enter through one and wait for it to shut behind you. Then two things may happen: the door won’t let you through, and you’ll find yourself back in this hall once it opens again. Or the door will let you through, and another door will open on the other side of that chamber. It will allow access to one of the four locations, or levels, of the Hidden City, also known as the Doyens’ Labyrinth. Remember the names of these places and the order in which I call them out: Amphitheater, Dark Quarters, Misty Ruins, and Runic Shadows. You can’t choose the location; the door chooses it for you, and the choice is presumed to be random. Thus, you can end up in Misty Ruins four times, or have a new location offered to you every time. The best place to be is the Amphitheater. There’s a lot of loot, your prey is nearly always weak, and the risk is minimal. Dark Quarters are even more lucrative, but they’re also riskier, and you’re a lot more likely to run into a strong opponent there. Misty Ruins have less loot, and some of the things that lurk there have strong attack or defense talents. Runic Shadows are an empty place. There’s virtually no loot to be had there. I can’t tell you anything substantial about risks, since that place has never been studied properly, on account of being useless. Take a look at this wall. The diagrams here represent entrances, which are also exits. They are labeled as such from the other side as well, but take a moment to memorize the diagrams anyway. It might prove to be really important in some situations. So, the Amphitheater has nine possible entrances, all of which are equally convenient to use with the exception of the seventh, which makes it hard to get anywhere good. They are chosen randomly; there is no system to it. Dark Quarters: three entrances. The first two are chosen randomly, and the third often appears on solstice and equinox days. The second one is dangerous since it’s located next to a mist sore that blows billows of mist almost all the time. That translates into a higher probability of running into Mist Lurkers. If you find yourself there, retreat to the designated north. Explorers have been leaving direction markers for ages, so you’re bound to see a lot of them. Don’t try to get your bearings by anything else; there is no sun there, and no recognizable landmarks other than a few local structures and objects which it will be prudent for you to memorize. Misty Ruins have six entrances and exits, all chosen randomly. Two are dangerous. Mark them well and don’t linger near them; you need to go westward as fast as you can from the first, and southward from the second. The four others can’t be called safe, either, so stay vigilant anyway. Runic Shadows: eleven entrances. It’s hard to say anything about the risk; that place is the most unpredictable of all. You don’t have to remember much about Runic Shadows or Misty Ruins, but be sure to memorize the layout of the first two locations.” 
 
    “And why not Runes and Ruins?” Tsass asked. 
 
      
 
    The stern sergeant shook his head. 
 
    “And there I was thinking it would be obvious to anyone. Let me repeat: there’s not much to be had in the way of loot, and there’s a lot of risk involved. It just ain’t worth it. As for loot in the Labyrinth, it all comes from elemental creatures. The rest doesn’t count, even though you can vanquish lots of small wraiths and other Death creatures in the Dark Quarters or the Misty Ruins. But what you get from them isn’t proper loot; there’s no need to go into the Labyrinth for that stuff. There are lots of safer and more accessible places for that. If anyone doesn’t know what that means, let me explain: you may receive Element attributes, talents, and states. Elemental Essences are also dropped often. That kind of loot can be used by strong Element mages. I doubt there are any of those among you, so you can save them for the future, give them to your relatives, sell them, or give them to your clan’s battle master. Apart from that, every Essence is worth ten points in the school rankings. I also know it for a fact that a visit to the Labyrinth by itself gives you ten points. Therefore, to keep your rankings sufficiently high, you’ll need to obtain at least one Essence every time. It’s easier for those with your Degrees of Enlightenment than it would be for a professional Labyrinth ranger. But you’ll have to surrender that Essence to get the points, and Essences are worth a lot. 
 
    “Can you get points for anything else?” a girl asked. 
 
      
 
    The sergeant shook his head. 
 
    “Elemental loot is usually non-transferrable; your only chance would be by arranging things with a sufficiently advanced mage, and even those may be reluctant to take everything. And you’ll only be able to get money, not points, for things like that. There’s another thing you would do well to remember: usually, one cannot enter the Labyrinth more often than twice a week. The school deems every entry to be for a full day, but this is merely a convention. You can enter once and spend a week inside. The Labyrinth will consider it a single visit, and the school, as seven. If you leave, even for a moment, the Labyrinth will count your next entrance as another attempt, and there’s no way of telling where it will send you next. For example, if your first attempt takes you to Runic Shadows, feel free to turn around and try again. If you don’t get lucky the second time, I don’t recommend a third attempt. There’s a chance that the door will let you through, but it is much more likely it will close for you for two weeks or more. Consider it a fine. Also, once you enter the Labyrinth the first time, you’ll be able to keep coming back for about seven or eight months. Then the doors will no longer let you in, and you’ll have to wait for a year, two years, or even more for them to open again. The higher your Degree of Enlightenment, and the more Circles of Power you have, the longer the wait. The longer you spend in the Labyrinth, the worse your future prospects since this will also extend the waiting period. Besides, the Labyrinth is the Emperor’s property, and you won’t be allowed inside without his permission, which is a privilege one has to earn. The Labyrinth can only handle so many visitors. The more people come, the sooner the doors shut before them. We have to keep visitor numbers steady by imposing limits, and if you wish to come back here again in the future, you will have to earn that right. You with the fair hair! Do you have a question?” 
 
      
 
    Dors replied in his usual arrogant manner. 
 
    “Sergeant Diggo, how long are we supposed to be listening to all that? We came for the Labyrinth, not some lecture.” 
 
      
 
    It didn’t look like the sergeant took any offense at that at all. He only nodded, acknowledging the question. 
 
    “Sure, I remember why you’re here. And I know they explained things to you in school. But get this: those explanations contain plenty of words, and some of you aren’t too fond of listening. And no one wants anyone here to stay behind those doors forever. That’s why you have to commit everything I’m telling you to memory, take a good look at the diagrams, and look out for the signs and the exit markings. Don’t be lulled into a sense of false security by assuming the Amphitheater is safe. There are no safe places in the Labyrinth. There’s a dark spot on the cobblestones in front of the second exit. We call it Sir Ghysal since it’s the only thing that’s left of Sir Ghysal. He had bad luck. He was trying to retreat and almost succeeded. But “almost” still means death in the Labyrinth. He was a mere twenty-five steps away from the exit. Remember Ghysal, and remember that an exit can save your life. If you hear the door close behind you, you have survived.” 
 
    “Sergeant Diggo… What creature could have treated this Ghysal… so harshly?” Guerra asked, a look of genuine curiosity on her face. 
 
    “It really doesn’t matter what killed him. That’s not what you should be thinking of, although, of course, if I were you, I’d keep the Mist Lurkers in mind all the time. If you see the mist grow denser some place, don’t try to check whether or not your eyes are deceiving you. Just run for the nearest exit. Remember Ghysal. He was a mage of the Thirty-Third Degree of Enlightenment on his fourth Circle of Power. He was a strong alpha and went into the labyrinth after a year’s break. He got lucky and ended up in the Amphitheater. But then his luck ran out, and Ghysal died twenty-five steps away from his escape.” 
 
    “But as far as I understand, there’s just a single dark spot there, so there’s no point trying to scare us,” Dors chuckled. 
 
    “That much is correct,” Diggo nodded. “There’s only one black spot near the second exit, although you’ll see more of them in other places. However, that’s not the point I’m trying to make here. Ghysal was stronger and more experienced than you, and he never made it back anyway. Some of the students fail to return too. And their bodies don’t leave any spots near the exits because they never manage to come close enough; they lack the strength and experience required to escape in the nick of time. We lose four to seven students every year on average. In the school’s darkest year, eight young men and women were lost on a single day. That was a major blow, even considering that they don’t let you in by the hundred at once. Chaos take me if I ever want to see that happen again. Always make sure the exit is near and you have an unobstructed route to it. Don’t try to venture far. You may indeed run into more interesting prey out there, but that’s where you also find haze. The further you go, the thicker it gets. At some point, it becomes indistinguishable from the Mist, and you can run into actual Labyrinth Mist there just as easily. How will you be able to tell you’re in danger if you cannot distinguish between the haze and the Mist? And how can you hope to get to the exit soon enough? If it looks like the Mist, consider it to be the Mist. Don’t try to prove it. And don’t go too far. There’s enough loot in the Amphitheater and the Quarters for everyone. And it never runs out completely.” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” Dibby looked surprised. 
 
    “Yes, girl. Much stranger things are possible on the other side too. This used to be a city in the ancient days, and most of it was located between worlds. Doyens are still arguing about whether those were actual worlds or segments of a single world. We only have access to the ruins of the upper city and what hides behind the working doors. It is possible that what you see there is boundless. Somewhere far away from the entrances and exits, the fabric of Rock becomes interwoven with otherworldly matter. That’s where creatures that are alien to this world come from. They are known as elementals, and they can exist independently in special buffer spaces between worlds. This is a fairly complicated matter, but all you need to remember is that there’s a lot of loot, and it never runs out.” 
 
    “What if the doors malfunction while we’re on the other side? Will we be able to get out?” Tsass asked, concern in his voice apparent. 
 
    “I doubt that.” The sergeant offered no false reassurances. “But why would they malfunction? This is runic technology. This stuff never breaks down on its own, and no one is likely to tinker with it. Creatures from the other side aren’t interested in the doors, and we guard them well from this side. You’ve seen it for yourselves how difficult it is to get here. Any more questions? No? All right, that concludes the pep talk then. Now grab yourself one of those before you go,” Diggo pointed to the left where two rows of gray backpacks with rolled-up blankets tied to them were lined up along the wall. “This is what you’ll need for your first visit. Remember what you have there, and in what quantities, and don’t forget to replenish your supplies. This is a blanket, rolled together with a thin and light rug. Those can be used in case you decide to spend a night there. There’s food and water in the packs, enough to last you two days. Water is potable in the Labyrinth, but not all of it, and I strongly advise against trying local food. You’d have a hard time finding anything edible there anyway. Also note the small bag of coarse salt. It’s really useful against some of the things you’re likely to find in the Labyrinth, and if you don’t know what I’m talking about, I advise you to stay here since you clearly aren’t ready for this kind of adventure. Now, this vial contains special alchemical oil. It’s expensive, so be thrifty with it. Apply some to the edge of your blade, and you’ll be able to do damage to the elementals impervious to honest weapons. It doesn’t stay effective long, just a few minutes. Anyone who has magic talents should use them. It’s more complex, but often more effective. The roll of cloth is for bandaging your wounds. Even if you have good Regeneration, don’t scoff at tried and true old measures. Some of the creatures can cause wounds that wouldn’t stop bleeding on their own. This vial contains liquid silver. It’s an oil with some powdered silver mineral. It can help if you run into a necrotic creature or something of the sort. This pouch contains pollen. It’s really useful for Runic Shadows, should you decide to explore those for whatever reason. That section is crisscrossed by multiple force lines that activate traps and other unpleasant things. The pollen shows the invisible, and you’d do best to avoid anything it reveals. Another problem that Runic Shadows have is ghosts. That’s what we call ethereal ancient remains. Sometimes you can see them or feel them. If you do, run or use the pollen and try to fight them back. Some managed to do that successfully. Ghosts can be found in other places as well, but it is fairly unlikely. Our experienced hunters have already exterminated them in most accessible locations, and they don’t respawn. They have nowhere to come from since they are of our world, which is beyond their reach now. Also, you can each take a heavy spear if you want. It might come in handy. Oh, and as you may still remember, I specifically mentioned that you are particularly likely to find yourselves at the third entrance to Dark Quarters on equinox and solstice days. It’s just one of the many recurring patterns that has been registered. It would be pointless to mention them all; besides, most of them are useless. But one other such regularity is important: doyens that studied the Labyrinth believe that the Amphitheater often opens itself to young men and women who enter the Labyrinth for the first time, provided they haven’t reached their Fourth Circle of Power yet. And, as I hope you remember, the Amphitheater is the most lucrative part of the Labyrinth, and also the least dangerous one, which is particularly pleasing. This is nothing but a guess, mind you, but today we’ll test it experimentally. As per our agreement with the school, they sent a large number of students here today. It is in fact the first time we are having so many of you here at once. So if there is indeed a pattern, we’ll find out as much after today. Oh, and one other thing…” 
 
    “Chaos!” Dors howled. “Sergeant Diggo, why don’t you just open the doors for us so that we could get down to business? It will be evening soon, and I had other plans for then.” 
 
    The sergeant let that slide. Unlike the school’s masters, he wasn’t free to brush off scions of important families. But he still stayed true to his stern manner.” 
 
    “You’re feisty, lad. That’s not a bad thing. Just remember about that dark spot and the twenty-five steps. Never forget that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Oddly enough, the portal to the Hidden City reminded me of my first life. It was not unlike a richly appointed elevator in a ritzy skyscraper: roomy, inlaid with expensive materials, and decorated inside with baroque tessellations in a curious fusion of western Gothics and the late medieval Levantine tradition. But it was still just an elevator, although, in a departure from its more modern counterparts on Earth, the doors opened outwards instead of sliding apart. Bu you could still come across similar designs on Earth too. The contraption was large enough to accommodate a dozen people comfortably, provided they weren’t morbidly obese or carried any luggage. 
 
      
 
    Not everybody rushed for the “elevators” as quite a few students wanted to get a better chance at ending up in the Amphitheater, and there weren’t any specific rules for getting there. You could choose between going on your own, forming a group, or joining an existing cohort. The only condition was that there should be enough space for everyone to get in. 
 
      
 
    We had a group, but it was poorly organized. My neighbors and I decided to stick together, but that was as far as our plans went. While we were hastily discussing what to do once we were on the ground, I noticed that a couple of people proceeded to the doors on their own. I knew none of them well except for Kimi, whom, in all fairness, I didn’t really know either.  
 
      
 
    I now wished I had been going on my own too. That was what I originally intended to do anyway but then decided it wouldn’t be advisable to show off so publicly. Besides, my companions really wanted to go in together. Today was going to be a mere reconnaissance mission at any rate since it would be silly to expect any serious payback the very first time. The plan was to get at least some idea of what the place was like and then build on that during subsequent visits. 
 
      
 
    For the most part, the discussion revolved around whether we should bring the spears. Since the group had no formal leader, we took a vote, and it was unanimous. A mere glance at the massive shafts and spearheads resolved the issue; we wanted nothing to do with those unwieldy things. Besides, you could only squeeze them into the “elevator” diagonally, and each was as heavy as two infantry pikes. We were sure we could do without. 
 
      
 
    Decision made, we headed towards the entrance unencumbered and, once we went through the first door, I was surprised to see Kimi standing there, in the “cabin.” I saw her heading that way earlier but assumed she’d be gone by the time we entered. 
 
      
 
    Ogron, suddenly barrel-chested and all, immediately offered a poor enough imitation of Paxus. 
 
    “Chuck, why didn’t you tell us we’d have such a beauty with us?” 
 
    “How could I know she’d deign to join us?” I muttered, momentarily embarrassed, but then checked myself quickly 
 
    “So you’ve decided to wait a while to make sure you get into the Amphitheater?” I asked the girl. 
 
    Kimi gave us a withering sideways glance and hissed, 
 
    “So you smarty-pants didn’t know that doors don’t always let you through if you are alone?” 
 
    “I did,” Tsass quipped, eager to show he was the truly smart one among us.  
 
    “But that’s great! Now you can come with us. We’ll be happy to have you,” Ogron joined in, somehow managing to do three things at a time: talk, wink at me, and pretend to give Kimi a grotesquely lewd look.” 
 
    “Why don’t you all just keep quiet before someone dies, right here and now,” the girl grumbled through her teeth and turned away, demonstrating her utter contempt for the speaker. 
 
      
 
    The door shut quickly and soundlessly. Everything went dark, and it was a strange kind of darkness. My Darkvision failed to engage, and Hero of the Night stayed silent too, which was unusual, given the circumstances. However, it didn’t stay dark long. The door on the opposite side opened just as quickly and silently, and suddenly there was light. It was a fairly strange kind of illumination too, as if there were countless LED bulbs outside that dimmed and brightened slowly. The lighting was also intermittent, with various sections of the area in front of us getting lit up, one after another. The lights weren’t all that bright, but they began getting on my nerves right away. Before the door even had a chance to open completely, Kimi slipped out and away in a blink of an eye. It seemed as if she just took a step forward, and a step to the side, and then she was gone. She was either incredibly fast or had a special talent. The Labyrinth shrugged off the girl’s departure, which, most likely, meant there were no immediate threats lurking right around the corner. Unless, of course, the girl was way too fast even for the local nasties, which wouldn’t be altogether impossible, considering how she handled herself when fighting the dummies. But either way, she was no longer any concern of ours. 
 
      
 
    As Ogron and I stepped forward, our eyes scanning the expanse before us, Tsass followed behind, as unpretentious as ever. Or, rather, it was me doing the scanning while Ogron froze in place right away and turned, his own eyes firmly on the wall by the side of the entrance. 
 
      
 
    “Any idea where we ended up?” I asked, giving him a quick sideways glance. 
 
      
 
    Ogron ran his hand over the crudely painted symbol he was looking at and smiled so broadly I thought his face would crack. 
 
      
 
    “Chuck, we ended up just where we wanted.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 21 
 
    The Amphitheater 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I smiled too, eager to broadcast how much Ogron’s words delighted me. Oh, the things we do for camouflage! I wasn’t really all that happy about the location, but I didn’t want anyone to know that. The Amphitheater was the best place to be for students and treasure hunters, and the entire body of statistical data collected and calculations made over the centuries sought to improve the odds of getting there. 
 
      
 
    My own plan had nothing to do with this particular section of the Labyrinth, but there was no point moaning about it. It was my first visit, after all, and the task at hand was to just get the lay of the land, as a kind of a visual reference for what I already knew in theory. Still, some part of me hoped to wind up exactly where I wanted to be right away, so, yes, inevitably, I was a tad disappointed, which I had to conceal from my companions.  
 
      
 
    But Ogron and Tsass didn’t seem to care much about what was going on in my head anyway. They took a few moments staring at the sign painted by the Labyrinth explorers in the days of yore, and then huddled over their maps, pointing with their fingers as they were trying to find out where exactly we were. I knew where I was even without a map, but I didn’t want them to know that. As I was thinking of what to do next, I tried to pretend I was as interested in the map as those two. In all fairness, I didn’t really want to stay with my companions. We may have entered together, but I would prefer to explore the place on my own for a number of reasons, including the risk of running into a creature that might drop loot to me on a much larger scale than to my companions and thus give away my exorbitant Measure of ORDER. So I had to think of a way to dump them without making them feel hurt. 
 
      
 
    “We’re right in the center of the safe zone,” Tsass declared happily as he raised his head from the map. “It’s almost impossible to run into any trouble here. I think.” 
 
    “In this case, there’s nothing for us to do here, either,” Ogron said. 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Tsass, exercise your brain for once. Why exactly did we come here? If there’s no one to give us any trouble here, we won’t find any loot, either. That means we have to go where we can hope to find some. The best zone for hunting elementals is on the map right here. See that palace with a double roof over there? And here’s where it is on the map, I think. We have to go around it on the left, and then we’ll see.” 
 
    “It’s a bit far from the center,” Tsass mumbled, still looking uneasy. 
 
    “It’s also far enough away from the areas that are always covered by the Mist,” Ogron clapped the boy on the shoulder. “Just stay close. I’ll show you how to harvest those elementals.” 
 
    “Did you ever have to deal with them before?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course not! Chuck, elementals are the best prey for those who need Element attributes. You know how hard they are to come by, don’t you? That’s precisely why our families have splurged on our education.” 
 
    “Then why do you think you can teach me if you’ve never seen any elementals before?” Tsass frowned. 
 
    “I may have never seen them, but I heard they are like strygas. And just as wimpy. I’ve seen lots of strygas. All you need to do is keep moving and make sure you don’t turn your back at them. Elementals can strike you from afar; they command Elements, after all. But that’s not so bad. Their talents take a while to work. You’ll be able to come close and strike first before they’re ready. Everything’s going to be alright.” 
 
      
 
    I pointed at the black spot on the gray cobblestones. 
 
    “Sir Ghysal must have been of a similar opinion, but they snuffed him out twenty-five steps away from the exit. Don’t forget, guys, there are no safe places here. No safe creatures, either. Elementals may look like nothing much, but that’s only until they grow a little. High-level elementals will fry you before you even spot them.” 
 
      
 
    Ogron turned around and clapped me on the shoulder this time. 
 
    “Chuck, relax. I remember you’re an intelligent guy, but I have done my homework too. Serious elementals only appear about once a year behind that palace. It’s a good place, and it’s not that long a walk. It’s the nearest area where you can encounter elementals.” 
 
      
 
    The entrance door that had slowly closed behind us opened again, releasing Dors and his supporters—boys and girls from clans that had sworn fealty to his. Once their identities became known, they all hurried to get on good terms with the representative of the most important family among them, doing their best to earn as many brownie points as possible. There was nothing there to be surprised about; people generally use every opportunity to establish a good relationship with their superiors. Everybody at the school was doing it one way or another. 
 
      
 
    The landing in front of the exit got crowded as there were eleven students accompanying Dors. They must have barely managed to fit into the transfer chamber. Everybody stayed silent, looking at us with interest and expecting their leader to speak. Subservient nobles didn’t ordinarily voice any opinions until their head honcho’s views on a given matter became known. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what he thought of us, but I doubted there was any love lost between us. After all, I cut right in front of him in the rankings at the very last moment, claiming the first Labyrinth bonus. Dors considered himself the center of the universe and the undisputed king of the school, so that kind of humiliation must have hurt. Besides, the brazen affront against him had been perpetrated by god only knew who—an anonymous nobody who was getting no favors from the masters, and who was implicated in a tremendous scandal and fined. For someone like Dors, losing to me must have clearly been very, very unpleasant. 
 
      
 
    Dors stood in front of us, giving me the hairy eyeball for a few seconds before opening his arrogant mouth. 
 
      
 
    “I just caught the last few words of your conversation about those abundant hunting grounds. That’s where we’re going too. But we won’t have anyone who’s ashamed of his own name with us. So you punks stay here.” 
 
      
 
    The “name” barb was clearly aimed at me. But it wasn’t much of a barb. Calling a nobleman a punk, on the other hand, qualified as mortal insult. Had Dors been blessed with a little more brain power than a canary, he would know that even a much lesser slight could easily lead to a centuries-long vendetta. But his mental acuity was what it was, and the word had indeed been uttered. 
 
      
 
    I smiled, trying to look perfectly genial. 
 
    “Yeah, I remember they called the deaf-mute stable hand who knocked up your mother a punk. But, Dors, I’m not your father, so I’d rather you didn’t refer to me that way.” 
 
      
 
    Dors’ coterie, which had already started to giggle at their leader’s witticisms, shut up at once. Some of them may have been entertained by my repartee, but they didn’t have the guts to show it. 
 
      
 
    Dors grew red as a beet, raised his hand, and nearly drove his index finger into my chest as he barked, 
 
    “An affront to the family! That means a duel! Right now!” 
 
    “Dors, chill…” Ogron started. 
 
      
 
    Without turning his way, the irate oaf growled through clenched teeth. 
 
    “You stay out of it if you value the lives of your stinky family. Chuck, or whatever your name is! I challenge you to a duel! A sword duel!” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and let out a patronizing chuckle. 
 
    “Dors, do you ever use your head for anything other than chewing? Duels are forbidden by the school. You’ve seen what happened to those who had failed to pick up as much. At least four students got expelled for that.” 
 
    “So you’re afraid of getting expelled too, you punk?” Dors grimaced. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head again. 
 
    “My mother is no commoner, and my father wasn’t a stable hand. When I give my word, it’s a nobleman’s word. You have forgotten your first day at school, of course, but I have enough brains in my head to remember that we have all given the word to uphold the rules of the Steel Palace. Duels are forbidden, so if I accept your challenge, I will go back on my word, which is inconceivable to any noble. Besides, you’re a nincompoop. I’m not insulting you. I’m merely stating a fact, just as I did in case of your deplorable pedigree. You have challenged me and chosen the weapon at the same time. This is a flagrant breach of the duel code. Sir Zadar of House Gmay ripped his heart out of his chest and gave it to his opponent before falling down dead for a mistake like that. Oh, and what concerns affronts to the family, I’m afraid you can’t play that card for a number of reasons. For example, you were the first one to use insults in your speech. You may have been unaware that they were insulting, being as bright as you are, but in that case you should not think I have disrespected your family. All I did was give your own words back to you. You have doubted my nobility publicly many times after you failed to learn my identity. But you’re forgetting the most important thing. Nobility is more than pedigree. It is a code of behavior as well. You behave like a commoner, not like a noble. Therefore, you are unworthy of a noble duel. And, of course, a commoner like you has no right to choose the hunting grounds for me and my companions.” 
 
      
 
    As Dors clenched his fists, his fingers popped loudly.  
 
    “You… Why, you… Chaos take you, Chuck! You yap too much! You’re a coward and you refused to fight! Everybody heard that!” 
 
      
 
    I just chuckled with all the smugness I could muster. 
 
    “If you’re spoiling for a fight that much, you can just attack me like a brigand. It won’t be a duel, of course, but I don’t recollect anything about such behavior being forbidden.” 
 
    “It will be a case of one student attacking another,” Ogron grinned. “Dors, your family will be really grateful to you when they find out you have gotten them into a feud with the Emperor’s clan.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Tsass nodded. “An attack on a student is an attack on the Emperor. That’s how it works.” 
 
      
 
    Holding my hands deliberately behind my back, I looked at Dors with a mocking grin, knowing full well that he wouldn’t dare start a fight, even with a brain as rudimentary as his. 
 
    “So why are you just standing there?” I asked. “I’m right in front of you. Feel free to attack. Oh, what’s the matter now, kiddo? Changed your mind? So which one of us is the coward now? But don’t let it bring you down. I’m a real aristocrat, you see, and I’m bored. There are no serious challenges for me here at the Amphitheater. And I’ll deign to give you a chance to demonstrate your alleged superiority. It’s not much of a chance, but it’s still a great honor to a commoner like you. See that tower in the distance? It’s the tallest building out there, so you won’t miss it. In my boundless kindness, I will offer you a simple race. Whoever gets to the top of the tower first wins. The winner’s party will hunt right here, near the second entrance. The one who loses heads for the seventh with its paucity of prey and its difficult terrain. It’s fair and it’s by the rules. I’m not suggesting something as banal as a fight, and I offer a reasonable prize. If that scares you, why, you’re free to decline and stop wasting my time.” 
 
    “It’s the Gray Tower,” a voice said from the back of Dors’ clique. “Not a good place. There’s a lot of Mist around, and the haze there is too thick. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    The door we had all entered through was seeing a lot of additional traffic, I thought to myself. People kept coming out. The following moment, all of us turned around and stared at an unassuming-looking stranger. He seemed to be a little over thirty, wore sensible clothes, and sported well-worn kit resembling ours. 
 
      
 
    “Are you a hunter?” Tsass asked. 
 
    “I am Gub of House Tavor,” the man introduced himself. “I am the Emperor’s soldier, and His Imperial Majesty has bestowed the great honor of twelve visits to the Labyrinth upon me. This is my ninth time, and I most insistently recommend you choose something closer than the Gray Tower. It will take at least an hour to reach even under the most favorable conditions. It’s just a piece of advice, gentlemen. But it’s sound advice, don’t you doubt it.” 
 
    “I’ll get there in half an hour or less,” Dors claimed looking as full of himself as any peacock. 
 
      
 
    That stood to reason: he regularly got points for being a good runner. But he was so incapable of seeing anything other than himself that he failed to notice that many masters favored him undeservedly. 
 
      
 
    As for me, I got my points fairly. Besides, I often held back instead of going all out. This was why I often lost to opponents far weaker than me. Moreover, I had been studying the Labyrinth for over a year, and not just two weeks. And I studied it in enough detail to need no map at all. I knew the map of the central part like the back of my hand. And I also knew that a direct path often wasn’t the shortest where the Labyrinth was concerned.  
 
      
 
    Dors must have heard as much too. But Dors was Dors—a lot of arrogance and very little gray matter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dors gave me a victorious look over the shoulder and disappeared in an empty window frame. He must have felt elated, seeing how I remained far behind. Instead of hitting the ground running—literally—I started off at a walk. In a regular race, that would be tantamount to losing, but this was by far not a regular race. Dors, on the other hand, set off like a startled hare. To give him his due, he was really fast as he ran along the straight segment of the street. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to match his speed there. Then we both had to make a few detours, as the streets and alleys leading to our destination zigged and zagged. The further we went, the more the route meandered. It was no longer the kind of a straight run favored by the mentally challenged, and Dors had to slow down. He even managed to get a little lost, which helped me catch up with him. Well, almost. That was when the big guy picked himself up again and decided to take a shortcut to reopen the gap. Instead of following the curve of another side street, he quickly climbed to the second floor of an almost intact nondescript building and, judging by his triumphant yell, found a way to the other side. 
 
      
 
    For all I cared, he could run all he wanted and take all the shortcuts in the world. Soon enough, he’d run into the kind of obstacles he’d have to smash through with his forehead. I wondered about the strength of a skull without a brain and whether it would help him get to his destination. 
 
      
 
    Watching his antics, I shook my head and turned around to follow the most secure path, which was nowhere near the shortest. Then I froze, catching something unusual out of the corner of my eye. There was a strange shimmer in one of the windows of the building that Dors had entered with such thoughtless abandon. The day was nowhere near sunny, if there even was such a thing here as direct sunlight. This place was not unlike the underwater passage and the shard of a Life world I had visited with Master Tao—a special location outside of the regular macrocosm where the fabric of Rock meshed with that of alien worlds. What I saw was definitely not a flicker of the nonexistent sun. Dors must have stirred something up in this eternal foggy grayness with all his stomping. Of was it someone? 
 
      
 
    For the most part, it was the things inhabiting the Labyrinth that made it dangerous. Some of them were regular Rock creatures that had mutated over the centuries of exposure to alien worlds. However, most of them were truly alien life forms that kept to Mist-covered areas but could still move far enough away from them. There were also phenomena known as traps—magical objects in various stages of disrepair. Some were harmless, others extremely dangerous, and nearly all of them unpredictable. The ones near the exits have been neutralized or mapped, but the further away you got, the more risk you faced. 
 
      
 
    Besides, in this place, you could run into anything any time. Anywhere I looked, using the special seeing technique I had learned from Master Tao, I noticed whirlpools of alien energy flows. Ancient scientists had lived and worked here for hundreds and even thousands of years, and they had the kind of capabilities at their fingertips modern-day doyens would gladly kill for. At best, the latter could hope to discern but pitiful fragments of the old wisdom. For the most part though, their knowledge of that ancient heritage was limited to nonexistent. 
 
      
 
    We had been warned that although the Amphitheater was mostly a low-danger zone, it was by no means completely safe. You had to watch your back even near the exits. I was fully aware of that as I approached the strange glint. I drew my sword and took out my vial of that special oil, using my thumb and index finger to smear some of the viscous liquid over the edges of the blade. The formula was reliable, but it wore off very quickly. If I kept my blade well oiled all the time, I’d run out before the end of the day, even though I had two extra vials of my own that contained a more expensive and effective variety of the concoction. Indeed, knowing all too well where we were headed, I came prepared in more ways than one. 
 
      
 
    I would have bought more, but that was all the store had in stock. As it was, the purchase surprised the alchemist a lot. The oil wasn’t cheap; in fact, unlike the standard variety, it cost so much that no reasonable amount of loot one could expect would justify the cost. It was used for serious combat rather than mere hunting, when the fighting was expected to be long and fierce, leaving no time for “recharging” the blade with regular oil. But I spared no expense. I was so flush by that point that penny-pinching made no sense at all. 
 
      
 
    An elemental emerged from the window. I had never seen those creatures before, but it would be impossible not to recognize one. It was an imperfect sphere of bright yellow flame hovering about a foot above the ground. Its surface was in a constant state of flux; curved spikes of different lengths kept coming out of it, touching whatever surface they could reach and pushing off of it to propel the ball in the desired direction. Some of the “jumps” carried the ball as far as a few yards forward at a time in split seconds. 
 
      
 
    Intuition: 
 
    Small fry. 
 
      
 
    Intuition could be off occasionally, but I trusted it this time. 
 
    The sphere was about two feet in diameter, its appendages shooting three or four feet out. Judging by that, this particular elemental couldn’t be over the fifteenth degree, and most likely not more than ten. 
 
      
 
    Such small elementals were abundant in the Amphitheater; you could literally run into throngs of them in some places. Judging by the creature’s appearance, the element it represented was Fire, and it must have found it hard to be in a chilly place like this. When finding themselves in a hostile environment, they would often hide in various hollows and hibernate to save their energy. But the moment someone disturbed them, they came out of their slumber, ready for battle in a matter of seconds. 
 
      
 
    The sphere fell onto the pavement, vigorously pushed off of it, and began jumping from side to side. It paid me no attention; apparently, the creature found it hard to track prey from a long enough distance. Instead, it must have been trying to pick up the scent of whoever had troubled its sleep. 
 
      
 
    Now I regretted having wasted that expensive alchemy on my sword for small fry like this. I should have tried the bow first. I knew in theory that it could be effective against such foes, but the proof of any pudding, as they said, was in eating. But anyway, since the calf had been fattened, it was now time to slaughter it. 
 
      
 
    The elemental finally noticed me and even had time to react, growing a few spikes in opposite directions and using them for support as a few more such tremulous tentacles reached forward. It was a sorry sight, truth be told. The creature didn’t even try shooting me from a distance, indicating that, indeed, it could hardly be above level ten. 
 
      
 
    I dodged easily, sidestepping the spikes and mounting a flanking attack. I did not even bother swinging, and simply slashed the sphere from the top down, at barely half my strength. I chuckled at the nearly forgotten feeling of ORDER sending a tangible reward my way. It only happened in the case of rare or expensive loot earned for the first time ever. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 22 
 
    View From the Top of the Gray Tower 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    You have dealt significant damage to the lesser water elemental. You have dealt fatal damage to the lesser water elemental. The lesser water elemental is dispelled. You have defeated the lesser water elemental! This is an Elemental creature (Water Power 9). You receive: 
 
    Lesser Elemental Mark x1 
 
    Lesser Concentrated Mage Energy x1 
 
    Personal Water Attribute Embodiment x1 
 
    Personal Chaos Talent Mark, Ice Drop x1 
 
    Lesser Personal Elemental State Embodiment, Swiftness x1 
 
    Water Element Essence, x1 
 
    Elemental Symbol, x1 
 
      
 
    This was already the eighth elemental I had run into and the first one to drop an Element State Embodiment. This could well be because this was my first level nine creature; the ones before them were all under level seven. The very first one, the little ball of fire I overestimated so badly, turned out to be a measly level four. 
 
      
 
    Powerful opponents were certainly few and far between in the Amphitheater, but I couldn’t say I relished it. Even my abnormally high Measure of Order didn’t result in high loot drops. Had I still been a zero, I would have gotten obscenely rich here in a single day, destroying only the weakest of the elementals. Things were a lot worse now, and the drops became rather meager. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, I had no reason to grumble since everything had to be put in perspective. I was getting what amounted to generous loot even now. All my competitors were far behind me. Based on prior experience, a regular student would have to slay a few dozen elementals to get a single Elemental Essence—the very thing you needed to present and part with for a ten-point bonus. I already had four, having killed just eight weak elementals. And I wasn’t even hunting yet. I was simply walking towards the Gray Tower and dispatching whatever prey I bumped into along the way. 
 
      
 
    Actually, I was already running rather than walking, only slowing down to slay an occasional elemental. My opinion of Dors’ abilities was low, but I had to admit that the presumptuous oaf was well-endowed in terms of strength and stubbornness. His kind would indeed head-butt a wall to get it out of the way, so, perhaps, the obstacles he encountered wouldn’t be as formidable as I believed. 
 
      
 
    One thing I was certain of was that he’d have to make a detour around the amphitheater—the actual structure the sector got its name from, not the entire location. The building itself was a truly colossal local landmark, the biggest by far of all the others, and clearly dominated the skyline of the abandoned city’s center. Though its walls weren’t exceedingly tall—only around two hundred feet or so——they leaned outwards, hanging over the nearby streets in a kind of a makeshift canopy. Even if you were an experienced climber, scaling such an angular wall of smooth stone would be incredibly hard. Therefore, Dors would probably try one of the entrances—and run into a very unpleasant surprise in the form of an enormous trap. It was unlikely to kill him, but he’d definitely waste quite some time extricating himself from it. 
 
      
 
    Even if he had enough good sense not to try anything like that, he’d have to find a detour, which would be hard; the amphitheater was about half a mile long and had two labyrinths-inside-the-Labyrinth on both sides where there was little space for maneuvering and an abundance of elementals. They also needed to make detours around the colossal obstacle as they migrated, so Dors would run into a few dozen of those aggressive creatures. 
 
      
 
    This was also a good place for hunting, provided you remembered that the amphitheater presented an obstacle not only for the smaller creatures alone. You always ran a serious risk of bumping into something more substantial there. And there were so many traps at the place that even experienced hunters tried giving those passages a wide berth. 
 
      
 
    But even though Dors was likely to pick a less than optimal route to say the least, I still had no good reason to waste time. Underestimating an enemy, even when he was nowhere near a Rhodes Scholar, was never a way to go. One would always do better giving the opponent some extra credit, even if undeservedly. 
 
      
 
    If the part of the city near the exit looked like a residential area, what I was seeing in front of me now was nothing like standalone villas or apartment blocks. There was a row of long, squat buildings that could well be military barracks, or perhaps some industrial facilities. Or anything else, for that matter. I had no desire to explore those; their roofs had caved in, and most of the inner walls collapsed too. I’d just waste time digging through the rubble. I was certain that multiple generations of hunters had gone through everything there with a fine comb, syphoning off whatever valuables they could find. If I wanted to do excavations, I’d have to go further—towards the Gray Tower and beyond. Looking out through some partial openings or breaches in walls that I passed on the way, I could see some additional structures far away, nearly all of them covered by a veil of haze. 
 
      
 
    Haze was dangerous, and the Mist, which sometimes looked indistinguishable from it, was much worse. That was where the things known as Mist Lurkers liked to congregate. No one explained much of anything to regular students, except that the Mist Lurkers were very dangerous. However, I wasn’t a regular student, so I had studied the subject in detail beforehand. 
 
      
 
    There were seven elemental attributes known to date: Earth, Water, Fire, Air, Light, Darkness, and the Void, the latter being quite unlike the rest in some ways. Small elementals and similar things were usually only endowed with the traits of a single element. More serious creatures combined two or more, and the more extensive their “collection,” the more dangerous they were. 
 
      
 
    The Void was a special case. Creatures of the Void were dangerous even if they had no other elemental traits. And if they did, they could surprise even the most skilled hunters in very unpleasant ways. All the creatures of the Void had some mysterious vulnerability that prevented them from leaving the Mist of the Doyens’ Labyrinth, but one had to remember that the Mist was a volatile thing. It could remain in the same area for weeks, or migrate constantly, sometimes with considerable speed. It could also form anywhere, anytime—even in areas usually considered safe. 
 
      
 
    And creatures of the Void could appear from the Mist in a split second. 
 
    The Labyrinth was one of the few places where you could get the attributes of all six regular elements; it was also just about the only place providing access to the Void. Therefore, an aspiring full-fledged battle mage could get a full set here. However, everyone who fought Mist Lurkers and lived to tell about it concurred that the Empire would definitely do better with a less bountiful place. The Labyrinth might just be more trouble than it was worth. 
 
      
 
    Apart from being dangerous, the Void was almost useless. Its attributes were hard to develop because they were “defective”: you could only use Void embodiments to develop them. Universal attribute embodiments didn’t cut the mustard, and if you wanted more of the original variety, you’d have to hunt Mist Lurkers in industrial quantities. 
 
      
 
    You could enter the Mist if you were brave or reckless enough. You could get in, find those creatures, and fight them. Some of them weren’t much more dangerous than the ones you normally encountered elsewhere in the Amphitheater. However, the problem was that if you killed two or three of them, you’d most likely attract the attention of their much more formidable brethren, which would definitely show up to see who was causing a ruckus on their turf. 
 
    And they didn’t usually travel alone. 
 
      
 
    Starting a fight in the Mist was a singularly bad idea. Such a commotion could attract dozens, hundreds, or even thousands of creatures possessing the Void attribute. If that happened, all you could do was run for the exits and hope to reach the nearest door before becoming yet another dark blotch twenty-five steps short if it. 
 
      
 
    Ordinarily, hunters received fairly modest amounts of loot since the Measure of ORDER most of them had was incomparably lower than mine; besides, for the reasons described earlier, they couldn’t even dream of hunting more serious prey. Those who tried had to explore dangerous neighborhoods, choose small patches of the Mist and stalk their quarry nearby or venture inside, only to scurry away after their very first battle. Given how hard it was to access the Labyrinth, establishing a reliable source of Void loot was next to impossible. Besides, Void talents were almost unworkable unless developed properly. At the early stages, they made as much sense as wearing a mink coat in a steam room. 
 
      
 
    As I was passing yet another overly elongated structure, I saw familiar glints in the distance and froze; the blue, yellow, and neon beige lights meant there were elementals out there. Creatures of various elements were scaling the ruins of a nearby building that stood in their way. I counted eleven of them altogether, which was a lot, seeing how I had only run into eight, and piecemeal, so far. I wondered where they were all going and why they were suddenly so anxious to get there. This was definitely no northern woods where I was at home and knew what to expect from just about every animal I might come across. Here, I had no idea what those weird things were up to. 
 
      
 
    I was tempted to give chase and have me a nice little massacre; after all, you could never have too much loot. However, facing eleven of those creatures at the same time would be serious business. I didn’t think such small fry could actually hurt me, but the loss of time would be considerable. Dispatching the lot could not possibly be such a big deal, but chasing nimble elementals amidst piles of rubble would be a challenge even with my talents and Agility. So I figured I’d let them live, if the term could indeed be used to describe their strange existence. I’d find more. After all, I had already gathered four Essences. If I handed them all over, I’d get forty points. And I was just out for a walk doing reconnaissance. 
 
      
 
    Given that my main competitor in the rankings was currently busy looking for a way past the amphitheater, I was bound to reach incredible heights. 
 
      
 
    So run, Dors, run. May your empty head tax your legs as much as possible. 
 
    I vowed that the next week of the competition would also be mine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A large section of a well-known book that was considered a respectable source dealt with the Gray Tower, and I had gone over it, as well as other similar texts, a number of times, almost learning them by heart. That was how I knew the structure had once suffered a strong thermal blast, which, nevertheless, failed to destroy it. On the contrary, it became even sturdier since some of the masonry fused into a monolith. The tower was therefore considered safe, and it was easy enough to get to the top; all you had to do was take the spiral staircase all the way up, moving from one landing to another. There were several rooms on every floor, but they had been stripped of everything interesting a long time before the Empire was established, so there was no point in exploring them. 
 
      
 
    Books didn’t mention possible elemental encounters, but I wasn’t surprised to see familiar glints up above. One of the creatures must have ensconced itself on the staircase just below one of the landings. No areas were off-limits to them, so there was nothing unusual about it being there. One ran into them everywhere. However, being attacked from a distance was unexpected. I had only fought them at close quarters before. I must have become too relaxed and lost some of my vigilance because I failed to realize right away that the elemental wasn’t just glittering there, above the stairs. It was preparing an attack, having sensed my approach. 
 
      
 
    It hit me as soon as I clearly came in the line of fire. Someone slower on the uptake would have gotten hit hard, but I already had a feeling something was off there and had time to duck, hiding behind the steps. In all likelihood, the creature could not hold the attack back at that point and launched a stream of crackling, dazzling blue sparks at me. The hair on my head moved, and my legs twitched from the electric discharge. However, the effect only lasted a split second, and besides, having taken cover, I was spared the direct hit. In the end, it came down to nothing, really. 
 
      
 
    I jumped from behind my barrier and dashed forward. The bluish sphere began puffing up when it saw me, apparently preparing for a new attack, which I would have nowhere to hide from this time. Some higher-level elementals could use their talents with virtually no cooldown, but this one didn’t look serious enough to be able to pull something like that off. It was similar in size to the small fry I had fought earlier. 
 
      
 
    I managed to strike just in time. Similarly to my previous opponents, the sphere withered immediately, losing its luster. And it only took a single good slash. Their bodies were fragile and alchemically charged metal got through easily. After that, they just collapsed in a second or two. This one was no exception; all it left behind was a grayish blotch on the stairs with a blue sphere hovering above it. It looked like a wobbly illuminated soap bubble the size of a small orange. 
 
      
 
    I exhaled with relief. This was the first time here, in the Labyrinth, that I was observing the phenomenon two books I read mentioned briefly. Back then, I did not quite understand what they meant, but after my journey to the shard of Life with Master Tao I was fully prepared for the sight. 
 
      
 
    Back in that strange World of Life, loot didn’t fall into the receptacle the way it did elsewhere. It remained in similar spheres hovering above the vanquished foe. Touching the sphere caused it to burst, spilling its contents onto your palm. Sometimes that happened here in the Labyrinth too, but not all the time. 
 
      
 
    That was one of the main reasons I wanted to wander here on my own. My experience in the Life shard proved that even the way I was at the moment, I was still receiving much more loot than the luckiest locals. Ogron and Tsass could take notice that with me participating, the haul was significantly larger than when they fought elementals on their own. I wasn’t prepared to share my private information with my roommates, so Dors couldn’t have turned up at a better time with his preposterous attempt at bullying. 
 
      
 
    ORDER wrote nothing this time, but judging by the creature’s appearance and the loot it dropped, it was an air elemental. When I tried to find out more about it by examining the quickly-drying blotch, I learned it was a level eleven specimen. That wasn’t too high, but apparently enough already to launch ranged attacks. That stood to reason: the further away from the entrances, the higher the chance of running into a serious enemy. Looking out of a window, I saw Mist-covered areas expanding so much they now obscured nearly everything a mile away, with nothing emerging from the haze but a few spots of land and the tops of tall buildings. 
 
      
 
    I had no idea how one could move in that area, and I realized why the hunter we had met earlier tried to talk us out of racing. It was markedly foggier here, in the vicinity of the tower. You could still see short stretches of the terrain in the direction of the amphitheater, but the entire street on my left was covered in the Mist, and the city block on the right was wrapped in it so thickly you could only see an occasional rooftop or spire. 
 
      
 
    There was suddenly some noise down below. Someone was hurrying up the stairs, caring not a bit about being as loud as a herd of elephants. 
 
      
 
    Dors was here, and it was time to wrap up that silly competition. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When I said the amphitheater dominated the skyline, I didn’t mean there were no taller structures around. I was simply referring to its bulk. The tower left it far below in terms of sheer height. You could even see the center of the amphitheater from up there. That’s where the arena was supposed to be, but it was hard to focus on it due to constant flashes of different colors, which indicated the location of the impassable trap. 
 
      
 
    The top of the tower was high enough in the sky. I didn’t know just how many steps there were, but the count was in the hundred, for sure. Or perhaps thousands. I wasn’t really keeping track. 
 
      
 
    Once Dors appeared, panting like a pack of hounds, I bowed my head respectfully. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to be so quick. Congratulations on coming in second!” 
 
      
 
    My opponent gave me an ugly look and hissed through his wheezes. 
 
    “Shove your congratulations into the place you had come from! As deep as they will go!” 
 
    “Too rude, Dors. And in extremely poor taste. But I guess your extraction warrants such crudeness.” 
 
    “My extraction? Idiot, don’t you know I’m a Freg?! Our family is the first after the Emperor’s! The first!” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Great ORDER, so much posturing! Empty grandstanding from a nobody! Dors, every flyblown clan in Rava claims to be first after the Emperor. And the more insignificant the family, the louder the chest-thumping. More distinguished families consider such behavior poor form.” 
 
    “So you’re trying to say my family isn’t distinguished enough, is that it, Chuck?! You might as well admit you’re Gabe spawn! You are, am I right?” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “Oh, so that’s why I can’t get you out of my hair. Do you really think I’m a Gabe? I don’t bother much with commoner squabbles, but I assume the relations between you are far from cordial, correct?” 
 
    “We put them down like rabid dogs. I don’t know where these destitute bastards found the money to hide you in the school! We have destroyed their fortune! But seeing how even Kimi has made it here, I am not surprised. The Cree have almost been razed, but someone still found the money to fund her education. Name yourself, coward! Don’t hide behind your nickname!” 
 
    “Dors, you really have a lot to learn,” I said somberly. “How can anyone be so stupid? You know those Gabes, and I do too. They’re just like the Fregs—new money, all of them. But I’ll tell you more: you share a common ancestry. It’s not that you had to make a single pair of worn out pants go around for the whole family, although such things did happen too. I’m saying that you were the same clan until you split. First you were buddies, but then you began arguing whose family was older. Or, more likely, it was a money issue. You’ve always been traders rather than true nobility. All you have is money and things money can buy. I’m different. My ancestors have long been noble when yours still wallowed in muck. So I have to disappoint you: I am not a Gabe. And to close the matter once and for all, let me tell you something: I despise the Fregs, probably as much as I do Gabes. You call yourselves the new aristocracy, but we don’t consider you aristocrats. There are many things that money cannot buy. You cannot buy respect—only an illusion thereof. Oh, and your relatives are also fond of racing expensive artifact ships by the coast and sinking fishermen’s boats. They like such commoner pastimes, whereas I consider them vulgar and unworthy of true noblemen. Am I making myself clear, Dors? I am not a Gabe. And I don’t like you. Besides, I have defeated you. You might want to call out to your flunkies now. They’re nobodies, of course, but at least a couple of them should have Farsight. Even commoners find this talent useful. I hope they’re happy for you. Coming second in a competition counts for something, after all.” 
 
      
 
    Dors was looking at me like a bull about to charge. 
 
    “You talk too much, Chuck,” he boomed. “Why don’t you just tell me who you are if you’re so proud of your ancestry? I think you’re full of it. If you were really from one of the old families, you wouldn’t have remained silent about it. There are hardly any of you old-timers left, and all of you are horrible snobs. So?” 
 
    “So nothing, Dors. I care absolutely nothing about what you may think of my pedigree. You have lost. Therefore…” 
 
      
 
    I froze mid-word as my ears picked up a strange noise from below. 
 
      
 
    Dors remained none the wiser. 
 
    “Cat got your tongue? Out of tall tales to spin?” he sneered. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Dors, you’re not only stupid, you’re also deaf. Someone’s coming.” 
 
    “Who?” The big guy looked surprised. 
 
    “Chaos take you, do you ever engage your brain, if only occasionally? Only the two of us were competing. There wasn’t anybody else. So how am I supposed to know who it is?” 
 
      
 
    Dors was no genius indeed, but even his foolishness had limits. He stopped talking, put his hand on the hilt of his sword and gave me a quizzical look, as if asking what to do next. As much as we hated each other’s guts, we’d still have to fight together in case of danger. I readied my weapon too as I nodded and went towards the landing doorway, assuming a position on one side and pointing to the other. 
 
      
 
    As I mentioned earlier, the tower was really tall, so we waited for minutes. Neither of us made any noise; we just stood there, all ears, bracing for imminent action. The footsteps got louder and as they drew closer, I didn’t get any menacing vibes about them; it may well have been a regular person hurrying up a flight of stairs. I doubted any monster could cover its approach so successfully, under the acoustic guise of a human schlepping along. 
 
      
 
    Dors tensed, raising his sword. I shook my head and frowned, my facial expression and body language suggesting you couldn’t just start hacking at strangers, even if that was how his degenerate family went about things. How about taking a look first, at whatever it was that was coming? After all, the Labyrinth wasn’t a place where people just attacked each other for no reason. It was most likely a hunter or a student ascending the staircase without any aggressive intentions. It was likely they weren’t even aware of our presence. 
 
      
 
    And once again, I was proven right.  
 
    “Nice to see you again, Gub,” I said, lowering my sword and giving the hunter we met at the entrance a courteous nod. The man, who looked completely unsurprised to see us, bowed slightly as he approached the edge of the platform. 
 
    “You should have listened to me. This isn’t a good place,” he said, a tinge of disapproval in his voice. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t see anything particularly bad yet. I killed a level eleven elemental on the stairs. It was the first time I saw such a big one, but it’s all for the better, I guess. More loot this way.” 
 
    “In that case, young sir, you have to go into the Mist, or the breaks in the Mist. There they are, over there. That’s where all the big’uns are.” 
 
    “I might do just that. Thanks for your advice, Gub.” 
 
    “Young sir, it was a bad attempt at humor. I really recommend no such thing, especially now. It’s always dangerous, but now it’s more dangerous than ever. Really not a good time. 
 
    “Gub, do you ever have any good news?” Dors grinned. “First it’s the time you don’t like, and then the place.” 
 
    “Sir, I saw a group of elementals down there. Small fry. They were retreating. This is bad. Small elementals never form groups. They’re prey for bigger creatures, and they know it. So they hide and they don’t flock together to avoid attention. They feed where it’s relatively safe. When the little ones hurry away all together, it isn’t normal. And when it isn’t normal, it is always bad news around here.” 
 
      
 
    I approached the edge to join the hunter who was staring at something out there in the Mist. For the life of me, I couldn’t see anything. 
 
    “Gub, what are you looking at?” 
 
      
 
    The hunter pointed his finger at something. 
 
    “Look down there, young sir. The third exit from the corner of that building, to the right of the pink palace. There’s a strip of white behind it. See? I don’t know what it used to be, those buildings are almost completely destroyed, and there’s nothing but broken marble there. It’s good marble, in fact. Some folks take it back with them for the sculptors.” 
 
    “And how is marble important at the moment?” I asked. 
 
    “The marble itself is irrelevant. Just look at the exit. Can you see that? The corner is almost completely shrouded in the Mist. And it’s very bad when that happens.” 
 
    “Do you ever have anything good to report?” Dors looked irritated. 
 
    “Of course, sir. And often, too. But not today.” 
 
    “I gathered as much.” 
 
    “You need to get away from here, young sirs.” 
 
    “The hell I will!” Dors looked peeved. “We’ve only just arrived! I haven’t even begun bagging those elementals yet, and I need to slaughter a lot of them to get ahead of this bastard in the ratings.” 
 
    “Fat chance of that happening,” I chuckled. 
 
    “You’ll marry Necros before you win, Chuck. So you may have beat me once. That means nothing. You’ve been at the bottom all along, and I’ll make sure you go right back there.” 
 
    “I hope you will at least see it in your dreams tonight, my dear Dors,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Young sirs, I wasn’t joking. The Mist at the entrances is real bad news, and you need to know as much. I have only just arrived myself, but I’m not staying here, either. The risk isn’t worth it. The area on the left of the amphitheater is clear. No Mist whatsoever. When there is no Mist at all in some place, it hardly ever shows up in droves right away. I suggest going around the amphitheater there and legging it for the fifth exit. We can make it in an hour. I know a shortcut. I can show you.” 
 
      
 
    Dors shook his head. 
 
    “My people are waiting for me. And we’ll have a glorious hunt together. You can take Chuck with you. Chuck’s a coward. He’ll run after you like a hare. Smell you later, losers.” 
 
      
 
    Having said that, Dors headed down the stairs. 
 
    We went silent for a few seconds, watching him go. 
 
      
 
    “Gub,” I asked, “would you mind telling me what exactly it means when the Mist approaches the exits?” 
 
      
 
    The man threw a gloomy glance at the ruins out there. 
 
    “Have you heard about Sir Ghysal?” 
 
    “The one who’s left nothing but a smudge behind? I have indeed.” 
 
    “That was the day the Mist appeared near the third exit—and the sixth. And then it got real bad, and Ghysal never made it to the door. And he was so close, you know.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that story too. Twenty-five paces.” 
 
    “Precisely, young sir. Twenty-five. Sir Ghysal was a good hunter. Much better than me. Something bad is brewing, and we need to leave right now.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 23 
 
    The Lurkers in the Mist 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    I let myself be convinced by Gub’s arguments. Why wouldn’t I? The hunter was no teenager, and he had visited the Labyrinth quite a few times already. And the man must have earned his right of access for some major feat, so he was clearly experienced. His knowledge of the local realities wasn’t based on books, which could be vague and only partially correct. And he must have picked up a thing or two from even more experienced hunters, one could reason. 
 
      
 
    My first visit to the Labyrinth wasn’t supposed to be anything major anyway. You could say I came on a “fact finding mission”. And besides, I really had no business hanging around the Amphitheater anyway, since my plan called for a different location, which I still had to gain access to, one way or another. I had no idea how many attempts it would take to get there but I knew I’d have to stay at that place for a while and get down to some serious business. Therefore, it made no sense to push it too hard today. All I needed was to take a look around, and maybe get a bit of loot to earn some points since with my current development problems I had little other use for that rare stuff at the moment. 
 
      
 
    So the two of us headed for the exist together. As we descended the spiral staircase, Gub suggested we try catching up with Dors and making another attempt at talking sense into him, but I explained to him that Dors and reason lived in two different universes. The best way of stopping that stubborn oaf would be by knocking him out, tying him to a pair of oxen with a sturdy rope, and having them drag him away. And we’d have to try really hard to knock him out since that rudimentary brain was protected by lots of bone. Add to that having to drag his heavy frame across the ruins and then listening to him spew complaints and accusations, some of which might be somewhat justified, and you have the complete picture. Did we really want all that? 
 
      
 
    Having barely managed to clear the tower, we ran into another group of elementals. It was perfectly clear something weird was going on this time since the creatures rushed straight past, paying us no heed, and apparently so eager to get the hell out of there that some of them seemed to be losing their balance every now and then as their appendages failed to find purchase.  
 
      
 
    Something weird was really happening. 
 
    That was when Gub broke into a run, urging me to do the same and really, really step on it. The hunter appeared to be so distressed that he even dumped his backpack, not bothering to recover anything valuable from it at first. Naturally, it was unlikely he had any great treasure in there, and even if he did, I doubted someone would steal it in the Labyrinth. Still, his desperate urgency had quite an effect on me. Though I didn’t panic, I braced myself for the worst. 
 
      
 
    I fell back for a moment as I slowed down, took out Reaper, and hung the weapon on my belt. I didn’t want anyone to see my magic dagger, but sheathed and with its handle wrapped with a string, it didn’t look ancient or expensive. Then it was time for my arrows, and I commended myself for having brought my bow with me. I never failed to pay attention to my weapons, so the arrowheads I used were very special and, with a little magic oil smudged on them, would become a real asset. As I applied the oil to them on the run, I wondered if Reaper could benefit from the same treatment too. Or was it deadly enough as it is?  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We ran into the Mist at the very moment the amphitheater wall appeared above us on our right. 
 
    Gub stopped in his tracks, looked forward, and gave a dejected sigh. 
 
      
 
    “There wasn’t any Mist here before. You’ve seen it yourself from above, haven’t you, young sir?” 
 
    “I have indeed. And now I’m seeing it here.” 
 
    “It appeared too quickly, sir. This is bad.” 
 
    “I remember, Gub. No good news today. So there’s no way through, I take it?” 
 
    “We can try going through the Mist. But, sir, you have to know that it’s really dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    I pointed at the wall. 
 
    “Can we get inside?” 
 
    “We can, but the entrance is all in the Mist. And why would we, anyway?” 
 
    “I’d like to take a good look from above. We don’t know where to go next, so it would be nice to be able to check where it’s foggy and where it’s not.” 
 
      
 
    Gub shook his head, still unhappy. 
 
    “There are no large buildings nearby. There’s just this wall. And what would be the point anyway? The Mist moves too fast, you’ve seen it yourself. We should move further to the left or else go all the way back to the other end of the amphitheater, and then around it, to the other side. And that’s quite a detour. And not a particularly good one either.” 
 
    “So let’s head left then. That must be the shortest way.” 
 
    “It is, young sir. But that’s bad since the Mist likes to cut off the shortest ways.” 
 
    “As far as I can see, there are no good choices here at all,” I said as I turned to go. 
 
      
 
    The patch of the Mist in front of us started to churn, immediately becoming denser and more opaque, as if it were smoke from a pile of burning tires. 
 
    “Faster, young sir!” 
 
      
 
    We legged it towards the first side street, or rather a passage in the rubble where there may have once been a side street. We rounded a corner, and then another one. Gub must have had some navigation skill, judging by how confident a runner he was. However, in the end his pathfinder talents proved to be of little help. A few minutes later, we were facing the Mist again—an entire wall of it. 
 
      
 
    We changed direction but found ourselves at a dead end again soon. Before long, we were running between two churning walls of foggy muck that were clearly moving—at a leisurely enough pace, but apparently having an eventual rendezvous in mind. And when they did, we would not only have our last avenue of egress blocked but find ourselves smack in the middle of the haze. 
 
      
 
    But our luck held and we managed to leave the foggy wall on the right behind and dodge the one on the left by turning into the only alley that remained clear at that point. This part of the city had suffered less damage than the rest of it, and some of the buildings were still partially intact. Therefore, some directions would be blocked or have so many obstacles it wouldn’t be worth the trouble. 
 
      
 
    We didn’t get very far. I heard suspicious noises over the sounds of our footsteps and our breath, but before I could say anything we suddenly found ourselves in a square. Its far end was concealed by the Mist, which meant the way was blocked ahead. 
 
      
 
    Gub stopped and gave another one of his signature sighs. 
 
    “We can’t go back. The Mist is catching up with us. Sir, we could try going through the ruins, as much as I hate the idea. It’ll be hard going, and there’s a high risk of some of the structures collapsing on us. But do you see that little stretch, between the two buildings over there? It doesn’t look as bad as the rest of it.” 
 
      
 
    Listening to the hunter, in the back of my mind I finally managed to zoom in on the sound I had been hearing earlier, and also noticed something was moving through the Mist. But instead of warning Gub or legging it out of there through the passage he was talking about, I ran towards the deadly haze. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going, young sir? You shouldn’t go there, it’s really dangerous!” Gub exclaimed in great agitation. 
 
    “Follow me!” I barked, not bothering to give any explanations. 
 
      
 
    As it happened, it wasn’t just the Mist playing tricks on my eyes; there was in fact someone lying on the rubble-strewn cobblestones, with someone else leaning over the prostrate body. That much was already clear from the halfway point, and once I was completely inside the haze, my vision came into focus altogether. To my horror, I realized those weren’t resting hunters—they were my roommates. 
 
      
 
    Tsass was lying motionless on the ground, a pool of thick, dark liquid spreading underneath him. Ogron looked bad enough too as he had almost got himself scalped. A flap of skin with hair curled to the side in a really ugly way, covering his left ear, and he probably had other injuries too. As he was leaning over our younger roommate, he was trying to staunch the bleeding from his shoulder with one hand and try to bandage it with the other. The arm, with a nasty open fracture right above the elbow, looked bad. 
 
      
 
    I jumped over to my friends, crouched, grabbed the bandages and saw to the arm. 
 
    “Who did this to you?” 
 
    “The Mist…” Ogron sounded weak and dejected. Then he gave me a slight grin. “Chuck, you’re just in time.” 
 
    “Young sirs, this looks bad,” Gub said. “Your companion has lost a lot of blood and keeps losing it. You can’t staunch this kind of flow.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll see to it right away.” 
 
    “You know healing, sir?” The hunter looked a little less gloomy. “Then hurry up. Can you hear the sounds from the Mist? There’s some clangor there. It’s bad. We have to leave while the ruins over there are still clear. This is just the edge of the Mist, but it doesn’t stay put. Look over there—we’ll be surrounded before too long. There’s too much Mist, and it keeps coming too quickly. That’s really very bad. The worst Mist Lurkers come with this kind of fog pattern. See their wounds? They look bad. This may well have been the Steel Lord’s clique that did this.” 
 
    “And the Steel Lord is really bad news, I’m sure,” I chuckled mirthlessly as I poured my healing talent into Tsass. That was the least I could do; no matter how noble he was, he wouldn’t survive without blood. We were all equal that way. 
 
    “The Steel Lord is a special Mist Lurker the size of an elephant,” Gub said, his voice dead serious. “Although I’m not sure people are not making that up. I don’t think those who have actually seen the beast got to do much talking after that. Sir Ghysal must have seen it. And where is he now? Listen to this! That’s the sound of metal striking something! Hurry up, young sir!” 
 
    “That’s no Mist Lurker. That’s a certain crazy young lady we know fighting,” Ogron said, spitting blood. 
 
    “Hey, how are you doing yourself?” I asked. Ogron definitely needed medical attention too. 
 
    “Just peachy. Let me comb my hair, and I’ll be fit to run off into town for a date.” 
 
    “I am with you on that,” I nodded. “The running, I mean. Not the dating. Will you be able to make it to the exit?” 
 
    “I will, if no one stops me.” 
 
    “I didn’t get it about the crazy lady,” Gub said, his eyes drilling the approaching wall of the Mist. 
 
    “You’re not alone there,” I said. 
 
    “The girl. Your girlfriend…” Tsass said hoarsely. 
 
      
 
    I was happy my roommate wasn’t only alive, but also aware of his surroundings, but what he said rubbed me the wrong way. 
 
    “Tsass, if you mean that unfriendly lass from the transfer chamber, she’s not my girlfriend. God, no!” 
 
    “Yeah, right, that’s what you’re telling Paxus too,” Ogron said. “I don’t know where she came from, but we’d be minced meat without her help.” 
 
    “So is that her fighting the Mist Lurkers?” 
 
    “I don’t know whom she’s fighting, but she’s there all right. I can hear her sword.” 
 
    “Young sirs, I’m sorry, but could you talk this over some other time? It’s really dangerous here. Very much so. We must leave at once.” 
 
      
 
    I got up, pulled out my sword, and hurriedly oiled the blade. 
 
    “Gub, take these people to the exit. Ogron will be able to walk, and Tsass will need help. I’ll go and get Kimi, and we’ll catch up with you later.” 
 
    “You know she’s not just banging that sword on the stones, right?” Ogron asked, shaking his head. 
 
    “I do. Leave now. It’s really a bad place to linger.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I found Kimi by the sounds she made, which wasn’t easy. The Mist here affected the atmosphere in some strange way. The noise became distorted, and the direction it was coming from was hard to locate. Besides, the clangor could only be heard at certain intervals followed by long periods of silence that played tricks on one’s ears. I kept imagining things, which interfered with my ability to find the way. 
 
      
 
    But finally it was more than just clangor. I could sense motion. I took a few cautious steps in that direction and some strange shape began forming in front of me. The closest I could describe it would be as a disfigured potato half again my size. I didn’t think the shape was unusual; after all, no book I had come across contained any descriptions of the Mist Lurkers, and what they told us in school could be encapsulated in a single phrase: “Run like hell towards the exit whenever there’s so much as a hint of the Swamp Lurkers’ presence.” Studying them at length was strongly discouraged. 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, I was doing just that at the moment, the butterflies in my stomach getting more and more active by the second. The Mist Lurker definitely liked playing tricks. First, it froze in place, perhaps trying to pass for an inanimate object to hide from Kimi who must have been lurking far behind the thing. But it wouldn’t be able to hide from me. I could still see it clearly. I took another step. Then another. Then I raised my sword over my head, preparing for a lunge—and relaxed right away, realizing the gap between my intellect and Dors’ might not be all that wide, after all. 
 
      
 
    What I actually saw in front of me was a heavily damaged statue perched on the remnants of its pedestal. The rock was heavily eroded and looked as if it had spent a long time in a vat of acid. However, excellent white marble without cracks, spots, or veins could still be seen in some places even in the dense fog. That must have been the very kind of marble the hunter had been talking about.  
 
      
 
    It was a unique case of a statue surviving. There were plenty of pedestals in the city, but all of them were empty. Ancient sculptures were valuable, and the hunters had taken them away a long time ago. This one must have been left behind because it was so damaged.  
 
      
 
    The Mist behind the statue set in motion, with dark spots still congealing and something that looked like pitch black whips moving through it. It was as if someone was throwing soot in the air in such a way that it formed bands. Something flashed in all that muck. I heard the familiar clangor and a furious cry. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t any beast or monster. Or if it was, it must have sounded like a really angry girl. 
 
    I stopped lingering and dashed forward. 
 
    “Kimi, I’m a friendly!” I shouted. “Where are you?!” 
 
      
 
    The blackness parted momentarily, and I jumped out and into a section of the street where there was nearly no rubble and one could see perfectly for about a dozen feet ahead. Kimi was standing in the middle of the open space. She was in a battle stance with her sword at the ready. She gave me a look so withering I inadvertently shuddered. 
 
    “Kimi, chill. We need to get out of here.” 
 
    “Have you been stalking me?” The girl asked in a menacing voice. 
 
    “What?! Stalking?! Why the hell would I want to stalk you? Chaos, what are you talking about?! Let’s get out of here quick. It’s dangerous.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere. And you should stay put too. Stay close if you want to live. It’s the safest place. Just don’t interfere.” 
 
    “Interfere with what?” 
 
    “Duck!” Kimi yelled suddenly, turning around on her heels like clockwork. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what that was about, but I had enough good sense not to ask any questions. I managed to duck before the girl’s sword became a blur in the air, passing over me and heading towards the strands of the Mist that suddenly looked denser than the rest of it, and moving. 
 
      
 
    Something sharp, curved, and glistening in a very unnatural way flashed through the haze. As it hit the blade—or the blade hit it, God only knew what was happening there—it tolled like a small bell. Then everything was back to square one, with the fog retreating and becoming less opaque. The area around us became lighter again. 
 
      
 
    The girl slowly removed her left hand from the hilt and pointed to her side, where there was a slash in her clothes. 
 
    “These things are really sharp. They’re over there, waiting for us in the Mist. There are only two of them, and you can’t see them before they attack. That’s why you have to stay here.” 
 
      
 
    That made sense, but the explanation just didn’t go far enough for me. I looked around and found no signs of anyone hiding in the immediate vicinity. The Mist beyond the clear area didn’t look too dense to see through, but it still obscured everything from sight. That was one strange optical effect. 
 
      
 
    But then I thought I saw motion in one spot. And then, in another. And then the Mist condensed into a pitch black tentacle that started to slither, approaching us with sheer inevitability. The dense fog that followed made our visual range shrink all around. Another lump of blackness materialized, followed by yet another, and then I could no longer count them. The entire mass of fog came alive. 
 
      
 
    “Get ready,” I heard Kimi say in a sinister whisper. 
 
      
 
    The black spots converged suddenly, almost merging together. In a split second, there was an otherworldly metallic glint inside them. It moved incredibly fast; no attributes or training could make human muscles move at such speed. It may as well have been lightning. Only rare warrior talents, when developed to full capacity, could help one approach that kind of skill. But those would be more scarce than water on Mars. 
 
      
 
    I dodged, and struck at the curved steel, deflecting it to go high—above my head rather than through my neck. I had no idea how I did it; my body moved on reflexes alone. There was a clanging sound behind me too. I turned around and saw the Mist backing away from Kimi and getting lighter in the process. Apparently, we got attacked from two sides at once. She must have been dead right mentioning two opponents. 
 
      
 
    I wondered how she managed to parry all those blades that moved at the speed of sound before I showed up. Running into even one of those creatures would mean certain death for most locals, and here we had two. 
 
      
 
    “They always go for the head or the chest,” the girl warned me. “One of them got me in the side as soon as I entered the Mist. They only attack like that, and they instantly fall back. We cannot leave this area.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, taking a step to the edge of the safe zone. 
 
    “Where are you going?!” Kimi shrieked. 
 
    “Wait here. I need to check on something.” 
 
      
 
    It was hard to see energy in the Mist. It wasn’t scarce here, and there were lots of flows to observe, but they were all twisted in some strange ways. I could hardly even call them flows in the first place; they looked so unseemly I couldn’t see any patterns in the way they moved, although some must have existed. I would probably be able to make sense of it given sufficient time. But right now I felt like I had almost gone blind and found myself in a labyrinth full of distorting mirrors. I could see something, but had no idea what it was. 
 
      
 
    However, Deep Necros Scrutiny worked perfectly, revealing two of my opponents in all their glory. They weren’t really hiding; the one closest to me was just a dozen paces away. It was immobile; only its pseudopodia twitched nervously. 
 
      
 
    Our enemies were indeed elementals. In principle, they looked really familiar: a spherical body and mutating appendages extending in every direction and retracting as needed. However, that only concerned their general structure. Upon close inspection, they were quite different, and in rather nasty ways. The main bodies were over three feet in diameter, and their surface wasn’t just uneven; instead, it bristled with multiple mutating polygons with facets of ever changing sizes. Besides, the pseudopodia weren’t limited to the spikes the creatures used to move around; there were also the incredibly sharp blades made of unnaturally bright, glistening metal. In other words, we were facing two enormous, weirdly shaped crystals with multiple huge scythe blades attached thereto, which kept sliding out and retracting in what seemed like a totally haphazard manner. They were some odd and ugly elementals indeed. 
 
      
 
    As I moved, I had Reaper in my left hand; I had no idea how to fight such enemies and was bracing myself for the eventuality that my sword would prove useless. I instantly dismissed the idea of trying to use my bow. Sure thing, it would be hard to miss from such a laughable distance, but I was almost completely certain that an arrow wouldn’t do any serious damage. On the other hand, if I shot at those strange elementals, they would know the Mist no longer concealed them. What would happen next was anyone’s guess and my Deep Necros Scrutiny wouldn’t stay active for long. When it went into cooldown, I’d have to return to the relatively safe spot where Kimi was standing to fight off attacks we could not turn around. 
 
      
 
    Just as I hoped, the strange elementals abandoned their attempt to flank our little opening from both sides as I approached. They now had a better target that stood right there, in the Mist, vulnerable to their attacks from head to toe. They were in no particular rush though. To be sure, they were nowhere near like people or more familiar monsters, in terms of how they looked, but I was certain they could make logical inferences when watching their potential prey. In other words, they must have been convinced I was blind and wouldn’t be able to see them in the Mist. Even their blades moved unhurriedly, as if they had all the time in the world. And I knew they could move them a few hundred—or, perhaps, even thousand—times faster. 
 
      
 
    I lunged to the left and struck at the same time. My sword went in from the top down, with a mighty swing, and I even crouched a little to add extra momentum. The creature must have suspected something and began growing blades right in my face, but it had no time left. There was a dull clink followed by a crunch and a crackle. My blade broke the polygonal shell, inside of which there was nothing but sheer void, with dark Mist trickling out. That immediately reminded me of the black dust pouring out of damaged battle dummies. 
 
      
 
    The elemental began twitching and thrashing about, growing blades randomly in every direction, apparently in one last desperate attempt to get at whoever had the tenacity to inflict such a great injury upon it. But it was no use. The creature was blind. Besides, I was no longer there, running instead towards the second opponent, or almost flying, rather, since I really put my all into that mad dash. 
 
      
 
    The bulk of the second opponent was now hugging the ground, bristling with about a dozen blades in the direction I was coming from, all of them eager to tear into live human flesh. But even though it looked like a textbook battle stance, I already knew the elemental was in fact getting ready to use its talent—the very one that made its pseudopodia grow incredibly long and strike incredibly fast. 
 
      
 
    I dashed to the side at the very last moment. The elemental tried to turn around and redirect the blades, but it couldn’t move as quickly as it would like in that state and was thus hopelessly late. I was late with my sword too, but only because I had no intention to use it in the first place. I had to try my magic weapon out on those creatures. Reaper was in my left hand, and I didn’t need to swing it.  
 
      
 
    The magic dagger sliced two of the blades right off. I could feel some resistance, but it didn’t take much of an effort to overcome. The shell gave way just as easily, and my blade slowed down only after making a two-foot-long slash. The elemental, almost split in two, started twitching just like the first one, dark mist pouring out of the wound. 
 
      
 
    I put Reaper back into the scabbard, took aim, and struck with my sword from a safe distance. The shell burst, and the elemental fell apart. What remained resembled shreds of aluminum foil that a hundred people had walked over. In a split second, a steel sphere with the loot was hovering over the remains. 
 
      
 
    I crouched quickly and ran my hand underneath it to catch all or most of the contents without spilling it on the ground. Putting the loot away quickly, I then headed towards the second elemental, still thrashing on the ground in its final sword dance. A single strike ended the agony. There was no loot sphere hovering above it this time, but I felt the weighty kick of something substantial landing in my main receptacle. This time, it seemed, ORDER chose its regular delivery method. 
 
      
 
    The Mist, which began thinning out as the creature prepared to use its talent, now almost lifted altogether. I hoped the entire area would clear, but, apparently, this was merely a local phenomenon at the specific place where I fought my battle. I wondered whether Mist density was affected by the demise of the elementals, but even if it did, whether this was good news or bad remained to be seen. What if this was but an alarm system that let other Mist Lurkers know that their kin had been slain there? 
 
    We had to leave at once. 
 
      
 
    I turned to look at Kimi. She was still standing there, but no longer holding her sword at the ready. And there was something strange in the way she was looking at me. That stood to reason: the girl saw me vanish into the Mist, and here I was now, back from the unimaginable, all in one piece, leaving behind the remains of the strange elementals strewn all over the place. It was easy enough to put two and two together to figure they were the very same buggers that trapped her and almost succeeded at slicing her side. 
 
      
 
    I crouched over the first elemental and gathered the leftover loot that spilled from my hand. Then I touched a large chunk of the dead creature to scan it for information. 
 
     “So, do you see now that we have to get out of here?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The girl nodded, still looking at me funny. 
 
    “Just say where.” 
 
    “Follow me then,” I said as I rose. 
 
      
 
    The Mist did not only obscure faraway objects, but also distorted the way the nearby ones looked and somehow messed with one’s perception of distance. I got the impression that the way back was a lot longer, even though you couldn’t really get lost in a place like this. 
 
      
 
    As we were passing the spot where I found Ogron and Tsass, I stopped, crouched, and pointed at the fresh pool of blood. 
 
    “The boys were here. The Mist wasn’t as dense then as it is now. 
 
    “That’s a lot of blood,” Kimi frowned. 
 
    “That was Tsass, mostly. But he’ll live, I patched him up a bit. I hope they managed to sneak away through the ruins. That’s where we need to go too.” 
 
      
 
    As soon as I pointed in the direction of where I expected to find safe passage, there was familiar metallic clangor coming from that very place. 
 
    “That’s not a fight. It’s just a blade striking stone,” Kimi said, tension in her voice palpable. 
 
    I had no idea how she knew, but it didn’t matter anyway. The sound may have been made by the elementals coming to check on their suddenly unresponsive colleagues. 
 
      
 
    “Where to next?” Kimi asked, assuming a battle stance with her sword. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what to say and kept looking around. 
 
    The dense Mist didn’t only fill the square where I had met my roommates earlier. It came from every direction, muffling the sounds, distorting one’s vision, and skewing distances. 
 
      
 
    It also concealed an unknown number of monsters, for some of which, I reasoned, all my parameters and talents would be mere pinpricks. In fact, one or more of those could be looking right at us now, squinting through the veil of the Mist and ready to pounce. 
 
    So what were we to do? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 24 
 
    A Candid Conversation 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The surface was extremely uncomfortable. No one knew why the ancients needed to have so many statues around—including places very poorly suited for the purpose—but they clearly didn’t bother about the comfort of anyone wishing to rest on one of the pedestals. 
 
      
 
    The statues were long gone. Judging by the condition of the stones, the sculptures were stolen hundreds or even thousands of years ago. There wasn’t so much as a hint of their being there recently enough. They must have fallen prey to a one-time fad as even commoners, and not necessarily the wealthiest ones, tried to grab a couple of ancient stones to put in their gardens. And that went tenfold for the nobles. 
 
      
 
    This particular statue was dismantled in a particularly careless fashion, with two elongated protrusions remaining on the top of the pedestal. They must have been the remnants of the statue’s feet or some such, and not readily noticeable, but as soon as you plopped your rear on the little platform, you wished for a different surface right away. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, we did not have much choice. Even this place was an unexpected godsend we bumped into as we tried to dash down the same passage where Kimi had fought with two metallic elementals. I realized it would be dangerous to head back in that direction, but our other options were even worse. Going back to the tower would be completely pointless; everything around it had already been swallowed up by the fog. Heading the way Tsass, Ogron, and the hunter went was risky as the alarming sounds were now coming from that very direction. The passage we finally went through ran in parallel with that path the hunter’s party took, separated from it by piles of rubble. It would be hard to lose one’s way there, and the mounds of ancient debris on either side offered some cover at least. 
 
      
 
    We managed to get lost regardless. Even Cartography was of no use: most of the time it either failed to work in the Mist altogether or showed strange routes bearing no resemblance to reality. As we wallowed through the ruins, we came to a short pyramid. There were many of them all over the city, and the stability of their geometry usually helped them stay in a better shape than the buildings around them. This one didn’t look brand new, nor did it seem ready to fall apart any moment. We couldn’t see the pyramid’s top, but I was hoping it extended above the fog. At any rate, there was alarming clangor coming from everywhere around, and the sounds kept getting closer. I got the impression we were being surrounded and saw no other way of getting out of the Mist. 
 
      
 
    Our hopes came true. Even though the pyramid itself was, unfortunately, solidly in the Mist, and its flat top failed to reach the hazy upper boundary by at least three feet, the pedestal in the center was partially in the clear, so that’s where we headed and tried to make ourselves as comfortable as we could. 
 
      
 
    A few stressful minutes followed. The Mist kept churning menacingly, with the familiar black appendages flashing through it every now and then. The metallic clangor we had heard earlier continued too, which meant that one way or another, the monsters had somehow been able to sense the two of us and knew we were close nearby. I wanted to believe that they had lost track of us completely and were now making all that racket trying to find it again. But of course, it was nothing but wishful thinking. I knew they would, sooner or later, so I resigned myself to the fact that a fight was inevitable and even managed to scan the environs, trying to figure out where we could retreat if we didn’t get finished off quickly enough. 
 
      
 
    I also cursed the fact that I was not alone. I wasn’t ready to summon the Shadow of Necros in the presence of a barely familiar witness, even in the face of mortal danger. Which was too bad, of course. The Necros wraith was my strongest weapon, and, possibly, the only chance I had not to become a dark smudge on the rocks of the dead city. 
 
      
 
    Kimi hugged her legs and complained, 
 
    “It’s getting colder.” 
 
    “That’s normal,” I said. “There are day and night cycles here, and I’ve heard some nights can be really cold. They’ve given us blankets for a reason.” 
 
    “I dumped all my stuff when I ran.” 
 
    “So did I.” 
 
    The girl fell silent for a while. 
 
    “I haven’t heard them in a while,” she said. Do you think we may have lost them?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “I have no idea what’s on their minds. No one really knows anything for sure about these creatures.” 
 
    “Why do you say that? I’ve heard lots of things about them, Chuck.” 
 
    “So have I. But can you tell fact from fiction in this case?” 
 
    “Well… What I know for sure is that they’re sometimes hunted.” 
 
    “Everyone knows that. But how do you think such hunts work?” 
 
    “Well, I assume they are fairly serious hunts.” 
 
    “That’s right. When members of the Imperial Family get the opportunity to visit the Labyrinth, they take a squad of warriors and battle mages with them, venture into isolated pockets of the Mist and annihilate everything there that doesn’t manage to flee. Those are solid professional hunting parties, and their prey are small fry for the most part and easy to handle.” 
 
    “That means we were out of luck?” Kimi asked. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The two creatures you’ve killed. They weren’t small fry. I couldn’t do anything about them. I’ve never even seen anything moving like that before. I’ve no idea how you managed it.” 
 
      
 
    I ignored the concealed question about my individual situation, deflecting the conversation back to the issue of luck in general.  
 
    “No, Kimi. Those were small fry indeed. Levels twelve and fourteen.” 
 
    “That low? Chuck, it’s impossible. I hunted elementals before, and I took care of a level thirteen once, easily. But these here were a totally different story.” 
 
      
 
    I shut my eyes, got into my ORDER, and gave her a verbatim quote. 
 
    “‘You have dealt significant damage to the pure steel void elemental. You have dealt fatal damage to the pure steel void elemental. The pure steel void elemental is dispelled. You have defeated the pure steel void elemental! This is an Elemental creature (Pure Steel Void, Level 12).’ Kimi, this is a message I got from ORDER itself, and ORDER keeps silent unless it knows such things for a fact. So it has to be true.” 
 
    “ORDER sends you messages?” the girl asked skeptically. 
 
    “Not messages per se. I’ve just trained myself to perceive it as text rather than pictures or images. It’s easier for me this way. It’s the same stuff you see, only it looks different in my case.” 
 
    “That’s just great! So I nearly let some small fry slaughter me.” 
 
    “Don’t feel bad about it, Kimi. This is the Labyrinth, after all. Everything’s abnormal here, and the Void creatures are the weirdest of them all. They aren’t even called ‘greater’ or ‘lesser’ in their descriptions, they’re just ‘elementals’. It appears ORDER itself doesn’t know how to classify them. And I don’t quite get it about the Void. What does ‘steel’ even mean here? How many kinds are there in general?” 
 
      
 
    The girl shrugged. 
 
    “I know nothing about it. Most people don’t, since it’s impossible to develop the Void. I’ve heard that someone from the Imperial family has it, but it is weak even in their case. There must be just one attribute there, but it comes with extra talents that boost different things. Developing the steel aspect must somehow bolster all the talents associated with steel. That’s roughly how it’s supposed to work, but I might be wrong about it. Chuck, if even their level twelve creatures are as tough as these, there’s no way we’ll survive in this Mist.” 
 
      
 
    The girl spread her arms, as if trying to embrace the entire space around her, obviously pointing at the vast area covered by the Mist. Our islet of safety was like a tiny tip of an iceberg in the middle of an ocean. 
 
      
 
    “It might stop,” I said, not quite sure I believed it myself. “It can’t keep rising all the time.” 
 
    That was our main problem. Our rears weren’t in that much trouble; they were capable of withstanding the torture of rough marble for a long enough time. However, even though there was room enough on the pedestal, the little platform didn’t rise particularly high above the Mist. It was hard to immediately see the exact border between mere haze and the Mist proper, but if you looked long enough and paid attention, it came to you. The two environments were fairly distinct from each other, and it showed. 
 
      
 
    What really got us worried was that this barely perceptible boundary kept rising gradually. The progress was too slow to notice, but if you marked a place on a rock and looked at it again in about a quarter of an hour, you could see that your mark was an inch or two closer to the Mist. From there, it was easy enough to calculate that if the Mist didn’t stop rising, or at least slowed down, our feet would be engulfed in it before midnight. We were wary of discussing what would happen next, because we both knew it was not going to be anything good. 
 
      
 
    We suspected that the Mist was capable of sending signals to the monsters, advising them of all those yummy morsels in the immediate vicinity. During our prior encounter with the glittering elementals, they were too sure of themselves as they approached us from different directions at once, and then, the faster we ran, the more active the monsters became. I just didn’t see how they could possibly do all that without a central “command and control unit”. 
 
      
 
    Which prompted me to make a tentative suggestion. 
 
    “If the Mist rises above the pedestal, we can try keeping perfectly still and hope it doesn’t react to us.” 
 
    “Chuck, do you honestly believe that will work?” 
 
    “No, I don’t. But we have to think of all our options. We don’t know which one will work.” 
 
      
 
    Kimi shook her head. 
 
    “There are no options here. Nothing will work. Look around you, Chuck. This is just one of the four accessible parts of the city. And even with all this Mist around, you can see that it’s bigger than our own capital up there on the surface. A lot bigger. Can you imagine the sheer numbers of people that used to live here once?” 
 
    “I can. But why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “Because this city is not for people. Do you know what the commoners call it in their tales?” 
 
    “I didn’t even know they were aware of it in the first place.” 
 
    “They don’t know much, but some memories survive. They say there’s another city underneath the capital, and it’s long been buried. And whenever some misfortune befalls the land, they blame the nobility for having some ancient power curse the entire empire for raiding an old grave again and again. There is something in those stories, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Kimi, you are making too much of those tall tales. Commoners just run their mouths for no good reason any chance they get.” 
 
    “Chuck, will you look around you? This city has indeed been abandoned, and possibly cursed as well. Have you seen any signs that it has been sacked? I’m not talking about houses or blocks, but the kind of destruction an invading army usually leaves behind. Everything burns and crumbles during a siege, which is definitely not the case here. Most of the buildings are simply falling apart because they are too damn old. Just try going into any of them and running your hand over the stones. The dust is inches thick! It’s the dust of those who lived here when the city was still alive. But the city died, and there’s nothing left of it but rocks, bones, and ghosts. And someone’s buried the place, sealing all the doors. Then the first Emperor came and managed to open a number of entrances. It was grave robbery, don’t you see? The biggest grave in the empire has been breached. The bones have been disturbed, and the ghosts began getting exterminated. And grave robbery gave him enormous riches and power. His family received access to Elements for digging this graveyard open, and today we are granted the right to enter the grave as a special privilege and trample on the bones of the dead a little. These bones had been picked by scavengers for thousands of years, and now we feed off the scavengers. And a whole army of ravenous scavengers came here today. We’ll have to stay here until they’ve had their fill or decide to move on. The Mist is their territory. We don’t even know where to run, so we’ll just have to wait it out.” 
 
      
 
    As soon as I got on the pedestal, my Cartography skill started working again. It didn’t paint a perfect picture, but I could still sort things out. 
 
      
 
    I rushed to reassure my companion. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. I know where we are and where the exits are too.” 
 
    “And how far away from us is the closest one?” 
 
    “About two thousand paces as the crow flies.” 
 
    “Do you think there’s a direct route there?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” I admitted honestly. 
 
    “So there’s no point running.” 
 
    “Not now, Kimi. But everything changes quickly here. The Mist might stop or dispel altogether. It didn’t come here to stay forever.” 
 
    “I told you as much.” 
 
    “I know a few things myself. I’ve read a lot about the Labyrinth, and I’ve heard quite a few things over the last few days too. There are misty periods like this one. They are fairly infrequent in the Amphitheater, with only a handful of known cases in the entire recorded history. It may be the result of this experiment involving a hundred students allowed inside at once. The Labyrinth could have reacted in an unpredictable, previously unheard of manner.” 
 
    “And how long did the exits remain covered by the Mist in those few cases?” Kimi asked. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “I couldn’t tell you for sure, but they said it wasn’t long. A day, maybe; perhaps, two. No more than that, or it would have warranted a special mention. I don’t think it’s just the two of us who found ourselves in this mess, but I wouldn’t count on any rescue operation. They are not likely to send anyone after us. Getting in here is a lottery, and besides, the Labyrinth has a limit on the number of visits. We’ll have to wait.” 
 
    “Chuck, we won’t last here a whole day. There, have a look. The Mist is rising faster now.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I clenched my fists. 
 
    “I think I am. I told you, see for yourself.” 
 
    “I am already looking. There are these three marks on the marble that I’m using to check if the Mist is rising.” 
 
      
 
    We went silent again, watching the misty surface swirling down below. The longer I spent at it, the more I became convinced Kimi was right. The Mist was indeed rising faster. 
 
    What would we do if it didn’t stop? 
 
      
 
    “Are you really stalking me?” the girl suddenly asked. 
 
    “Huh? Come again?!” 
 
    “You keep turning up at all the wrong moments. Back then, on the first day, you were the only one at the gate. I didn’t see any other students.” 
 
    “So what about it? I arrived earlier. I had nowhere to stay in the capital, so there was no point taking my time about it. And I got in early in the morning after a long journey. And I was in a hurry to get to the school.” 
 
    “You sound pretty awkward about it. So defensive too.” 
 
    “Well, that’s because I have to defend myself from an unfounded accusation!” 
 
    “All right, I believe you. But later on? Underground, near the dummy hall?” 
 
    “The sawn-off dummy hall? I had no idea I’d bump into someone. I thought there’d be no one there at night.” 
 
    “But why did you go there in the first place?” 
 
    “Well… There was something I wanted to check on.” 
 
    “What could one possibly check on down there?” 
 
    “Look, Kimi. I don’t mean to sound rude, but I’m not asking what you were doing there, am I? You had your own business there, and I had mine. We just ran into each other unexpectedly.” 
 
    “This doesn’t sound all that likely,” the stubborn girl continued. 
 
    “But that’s exactly how it was.” 
 
    “All right, let’s assume you’re telling the truth, but back then, before you went into town? Why did you approach me?” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “Chaos take me, I wasn’t trying to approach you. I was heading for the gate. You were standing in the bushes smack in the middle of the shortcut. That’s how we ran into each other. Had I known I’d meet you there, I’d have made a detour. All right, all right, I am kidding. It’s not like I was avoiding you, either. Besides, if you’re standing in the bushes and I’m headed in that direction, it doesn’t mean I’m stalking you. It was all fairly accidental, except for that one time when I rushed to find you specifically.” 
 
    “There, you admitted it, finally!” declared triumphant Kimi. 
 
    “I’ve admitted nothing,” I said. “That wasn’t stalking, either. It happened on that night when I came to save you. Did they tell you the details? I see that they didn’t, by the way you’re looking at me now. When I was returning to school from my town leave, I got stopped by a group of Faceless Ones. They said they had sent my body double in to kill you and told me to chill and just wait it out. But I hurried to find you instead.” 
 
      
 
    Kimi winced. 
 
    “It’s so farfetched it isn’t even funny.” 
 
    “You’d better believe it.” 
 
    “Sure. Of course I believe you. And the Faceless Ones just let you go, waving their handkerchiefs at you. What’s not to believe?” 
 
    “They were too busy being dead to either stop me or wave their anything at me.” 
 
    “All of them? Dead? So, how many of them were there, Chuck?” There was definite sarcasm in the girl’s voice. 
 
    “Five. Haven’t you noticed I had blood all over me when I came in? It was their blood.” 
 
    “Chuck, I envy you your imagination. Five Faceless Ones are serious business. You wouldn’t have been able to make a step past them.” 
 
    “I had to reach you, and I did,” I insisted. “Remember those two elementals just now? They wouldn’t let you out, and they almost sliced you up, and I came for you and made short work of them.” 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me you’re some kind of a great hero?” 
 
    “I’m just suggesting I have a few tricks up my sleeve. So believe me when I say I dispatched the Faceless Ones too. Although, come to think of it, why would I need to prove anything to you? You’re free to doubt me if you want, but that’s exactly what happened. And that was the only time I really tried to find you. It was my duty.” 
 
    “Where would you pick up a duty like that, Chuck?” 
 
      
 
    I surprised myself by giving her the truthful answer. 
 
    “I owed it to my family. I couldn’t just stand there and wait for you to get killed.” 
 
    As I said that, I felt an enormous relief. That conversation had the potential of causing me extra trouble, but I already had so much of it that a little bit more or less made no difference whatsoever. Speaking freely for the first time in over two years, on the other hand, turned out to be pleasant, invigorating, and conducive to clearer thinking. It must have been my intuition knowing precisely what I needed that made my tongue loose. 
 
      
 
    Kimi frowned. 
 
    “Now I am not getting you at all. Duty? Family debt? But you’re not from my family.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I was. There are different kinds of family debts.” 
 
      
 
    Kimi grimaced again. 
 
    “Then if you don’t tell me this very second who you really are, I’ll get really mad at you. Mad enough to become your enemy.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to wait until the end of the year when I’ll have to tell everyone anyway?” I chuckled. But it was a sad chuckle. 
 
    “I am. Tell me,” the girl said, her face taut, as she slowly put her hand on the hilt of her sword. 
 
    “What, you want to fight me? Right here?” I asked. 
 
    “If you don’t tell me, yes. I do.” 
 
    “All right, have it your way. I admit I’m not really Chuck.” 
 
    “And you thought I didn’t know that? Out with it.” 
 
    “My name is Gedar Xavier. You can just call me Gedar. Or Ged.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘and,’ Kimi? You’ve asked me. I answered. What else do you want?” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me who your family are.” 
 
    “If it’s so important to you, you must already know the answer. You’re just unwilling to admit it to yourself.” 
 
    “Crow,” Kimi said dispassionately. 
 
    “That’s right. I’m Gedar Xavier of House Crow. I won’t apologize for not having revealed as much earlier. The school’s rules forbid it, and we didn’t get much of an opportunity to chat. But I did what I had to do back when I ran into the Faceless Ones. I hadn’t been aware of who you were, but they mentioned your name, so I had to kill them. The Cree family swore allegiance to the Crow four hundred years ago. It is my duty to protect you.” 
 
    “Gedar, I’ll kill you!” Kimi hissed. 
 
    “That’s not really what family members do to each other,” I offered, realizing the girl was genuinely furious. 
 
    “It would only be fair!” Kimi hissed again, like a pit of angry vipers. “I remember who you are now. You’re the son of Treya Xavier. Treya the Accursed. If it wasn’t for your mother… If… if…” 
 
      
 
    The girl started to shake, lost for words. 
 
    I understood what she was talking about though. 
 
      
 
    “I know my mother has made a lot of mistakes. But would it have mattered if she didn’t? Neither the Crow, nor the Cree had any future. We lost. We didn’t have any resources left to persevere.” 
 
    “We… Have been loyal to you until the end…” Kimi muttered. 
 
      
 
    She could barely speak as he was trying to keep from screaming in anger and bursting into tears at the same time. I could easily imagine how she was growing up. Her family was dying out before her eyes, there was no hope left, and a tragic end was inevitable. Who would she blame but the Crow? Workers always blame the foreman; for foot soldiers, it’s their superior officers. And for families, the blame lies squarely with the elder clan.  
 
    “As the last of the Crow, I thank your family for your undying loyalty.” I couldn’t think of a better response, although it was so pompous it nearly made me cringe. Still, some things were de rigueur for a nobleman and had to be said. You couldn’t escape tradition. 
 
    “I… I need to go away from here… I…” 
 
    “Kimi, get a grip on yourself. First of all, there’s nowhere to go.” 
 
      
 
    The girl shuddered, looked around, and then stared at me intently. When she spoke again, she sounded almost normal. 
 
    “Something’s off.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked, throwing a quick look around. 
 
    “I remember you, Gedar Xavier. Or, rather, I remember what they used to say about you. You were a cripple. You were empty. A dumb bitch’s empty spawn was what they used to call you. You can’t be Gedar. Empty ones don’t grow.” 
 
    “And yet I did.” 
 
    “That’s impossible.” 
 
      
 
    However, Kimi sounded less certain now, and I realized that telling her more was most likely the right thing to do. A little more persuasion and sharing some additional information could give me an ally whose loyalty I could trust. Her family had been loyal to the Crow for centuries without fail. And as long as Kimi lived, so did the Cree. Two scions of nearly extinct allied clans were better than one. Provided the scions didn’t end up as enemies. That was exactly what I was trying to avoid. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the Mist below us. It kept rising—slowly, but still, I’d have to make my story brief enough. I needed to tell her everything that mattered before the dead city could reach our feet. 
 
      
 
    If that happened, we’d have no more time for talking. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Of course, I didn’t tell her everything. And it wasn’t even because it wouldn’t be prudent to mention the potential advantages enjoyed by those born without an “ORDER interface.” It was just that details were of secondary importance, at least for the time being. 
 
      
 
    I told Kimi about how helpless I felt, and of my first steps as a fully functional human being. How I spent two years in the North getting stronger, how I escaped the scalp hunters, and how I travelled across the North Sea and found the abandoned Primordial Temple. When I paused for an occasional breather, Kimi would offer something about herself, reluctant that she seemed to be. She told me about her family losing one member after another, and how they lost their estates. How they tried to fight until the very end, and how bitter a defeat they suffered at the end. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t really believe I would make it to the school alive. I have no idea how I managed it.” 
 
    “Why the school?” 
 
    “Because you can hide here for almost a year. It’s hard for someone to get to you while you’re a student.” 
 
    “But surely, there were other options. You must have had some money left if you managed to pay your tuition. Money makes things easier.” 
 
    Kimi shook her head. 
 
    “If someone decides to finish off a family and there’s no one to protect it, nothing can help. There are these people that have special skills. They can sniff out true aristocrats, and they can determine, which clan we belong to. I’m not sure how this works exactly. I know they call it a ‘presence’. Such people travel the world and try to sniff you out. It can be months after you leave. It can even be a year. But they can tell you’ve been there. And even if they lose the trail, they keep looking, moving in circles. Eventually, they find your scent. If there are several such hounds on your trail, all you can do is stay on the run without ever stopping, or travel far away, where you’ll always be alone. And you’re unlikely to survive alone for too long in those remote places. It’s the wrong choice for an aristocrat anyway. You were right. I do have some funds. I have some loot left even now. Besides, I have access to the Labyrinth and almost a year of respite. I’ll use it all to get as strong as I can be. If I get access to Elements, great. I won’t run. I know who is responsible for what befell the House of Cree, and I’ll try to get to them.” 
 
    “So that’s your plan? Get access to Elements, develop them over a few months, and go down fighting?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. I understand it’s not much of a plan, Chuck. And I won’t be able to take out all our enemies. But still, this is the best I could come up with.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong, Kimi. There are much better ways.” 
 
    “Oh, sure. Why don’t you tell me? The House of Crow gave the Cree a lot of advice. And where are the Cree now?” 
 
    “One of the Cree is sitting next to me, and for as long as she lives, the Cree have not been defeated. You know who your enemies are. And the enemies of the Cree are the enemies of the Crow. I’m alive, so the Crow live in me. So we have a common enemy. And that enemy will lose. Don’t you doubt it, Kimi.” 
 
      
 
    The girl sighed and shook her head. 
 
    “Chuck. Or, rather, Gedar Xavier. I really wanted to kill you at first, you know? And now I’m beginning to feel sorry for you. You still don’t really understand what’s been happening. You may have defeated the emptiness in your ORDER, but you need to do something about the emptiness in your head.” 
 
    “Kimi, I don’t say this easily. If I tell you they’ll lose, they’ll lose.” 
 
    “And how do you propose to defeat them?” The girl was sarcasm incarnate again. 
 
    “Before I answer that question, I need to ask you something. Tell me, Kimi, is the House of Cree still with the Crows, or have you abandoned us?” 
 
      
 
    The girl rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Chuck, are you blind?! We’re sitting here on a rock, surrounded by the Mist that’s about to kill us. Does it look like our families aren’t together?!” 
 
    “All right, Kimi. So our families act as one, then. This means we need to do something about your plan to attack them on your own and kill them all. First of all, we’ll give your development a kick-start. How much loot have you got?” 
 
    “A lot.” 
 
    “And where do you intend to invest it?” 
 
    “Where I need to.” 
 
    “Kimi, I’m asking you a serious question.” 
 
    “And I’m giving you a serious answer. Chuck, you have lost touch with reality. You just don’t understand anything. Nothing at all…” 
 
      
 
    I delved deep into myself for a few seconds as I accessed my receptacle. Then I began placing its contents on the pedestal, handful by handful, trying to grab the most valuable and rare loot first. 
 
      
 
    As the pile of treasure in front of us grew, Kimi’s eyes grew wider. She clearly couldn’t believe what she saw, touching some of the items automatically, then jerking her hand away. 
 
    “Chuck, where did you get all this?” 
 
    “From my hidden receptacle.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m asking.” 
 
    “Kimi, is this really what you want to know, or would you rather we discuss something of substance? Like, the steps we need to take to make you stronger? The combined strength of our families is much more important, so how about we get down to business? Real business.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 25 
 
    Counting Steps 
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    Oddly enough, I managed to fall asleep. Right there, sitting on an uncomfortable rock surface, surrounded by the encroaching deadly Mist. 
 
    On second thought, however, there was no helping it. Even with all the boons I got at the Primordial Temple, I still needed to sleep, and I didn’t get much of that over the last two weeks. I trained extra hard or pored over the works of famous authors to have a timely quote for every occasion. Saying something pertinent at just the right moment could earn you points. So if anyone thought competing with the masters’ pets was easy for me, they were wrong. It involved a lot of effort. 
 
      
 
    So my body finally decided it needed rest, and it shrugged off the discomfort. I even had a dream—a strange one, but that’s how dreams usually are. I dreamed that the Mist had disappeared, and the pedestal below me had come alive. Flashes of different color ran over its surface, and it started talking to me. I didn’t quite understand the language, but, it was so emotional and suggestive that the meaning was still somehow coming through. The pedestal insisted that I take something only a single person in all of Rock could take. And as I listened to the unfamiliar speech, I suddenly realized what I had to do. 
 
      
 
    I rose, stood up, raised my right arm and thrust my palm forward. It began radiating power right away. All the power I had. 
 
    There was a flash in front of my palm, and a ghostly pattern of several concentric circles formed, with mysterious symbols between them that I couldn’t focus on. For some reason, I was certain that if I managed to see them, all my problems would become a thing of the past. 
 
      
 
    I almost succeeded. I kept on pouring out my power as my eye managed to catch the edge of one of the symbols. My heart started beating a lot faster, and I felt an inexplicable joy fill me. 
 
    It was so close. I’d be able to see it all in a second. 
 
    That was the moment I woke up with a sense of tremendous loss. 
 
    But I didn’t wake up on my own. Someone was pulling me by the leg. 
 
    I opened my eyes.  
 
    “What is it, Kimi?” 
 
    “It’s the Mist, Gedar. It has almost reached us.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that. I’m Chuck here.” 
 
    “Who’s gonna hear me?” 
 
    “Still. Don’t call me by my real name.” 
 
    “All right. Arguing with you is pointless. Come on, get moving. Move towards the center. There are these bumps here.” 
 
    “But they’re so uncomfortable,” I winced, still a little groggy from my sleep. 
 
    “They’re a tiny bit taller,” Kimi the pragmatic girls observed. “I’m jealous, you know.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I envy you your nonchalance. You just went out like a candle while I was staring at the Mist. I nearly bit off all my fingernails as I watched it rise.” 
 
    “Have you thought about developing, or did you just bite your fingernails?” 
 
    “I didn’t think about anything. Chaos take me! How was I supposed to think, Chuck? I’ve had too much to process today.” 
 
    “I thought it would be harder to knock you off kilter.” 
 
    “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Well… I don’t know. You just made that kind of impression. You looked serious. Emotionless. You’re a good fighter. You came out of the blue on the first day, and then kept to yourself. I thought that if I gave you a bag of loot, you’d instantly know what to do with it.” 
 
    “You didn’t give me anything. You just showed it to me and explained a few things. And I have a lot more to think about. There’s a lot to process. Besides, right now there’s only one thing we should be interested in.” Kimi pointed her finger down. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the Mist too and took my time doing it. I was still a little sleepy, and my eyes were somewhat unfocused. Little wonder that it had the usual effect of making me look at the world as energy. 
 
    I perked up instantly. 
 
      
 
    I looked around, refusing to believe my eyes, and once again stared at what had drawn my attention the first time. Anywhere I could see, the Mist revealed itself as a pretty chaotic tangle of angular zigzags unable to form proper flows, but here, right in front of us, things looked fairly normal. The energy flow was a little different from usual, but not radically so. It was just a standard way reality manifested itself. There was nothing suggesting anything odd or unpredictable. 
 
    “Kimi, this isn’t the Mist.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Chuck?” 
 
      
 
    I flailed my hands, as if trying to embrace the world at large. 
 
    “This section here is strange. It’s not like the Mist at all.” 
 
    “What makes you say that? The Mist looks the same everywhere. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Not everywhere, trust me. Kimi, this part isn’t the Mist. It’s plain haze. It’s harmless. They told us about it, remember? They also said it looked just like the Mist, so we’d be better off not taking any risks and assuming everything that looked the part was the Mist by default. But I’m certain this part is haze.” 
 
    “Certain?” 
 
    “Completely. I… Well, you can think of it as a special talent. I can tell.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you notice it earlier?” 
 
    “I looked at the Mist any way I could, but it was the same all around. The Mist must have been replaced by haze in this section while I slept.” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” 
 
    “Well, it must be. The Mist isn’t permanent. It keeps appearing and disappearing. Why wouldn’t it leave some haze in its wake?” 
 
    “So it’s safe there?” Kimi finally acquiesced. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head slowly as I looked down. 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that. The haze strip is pretty narrow. If we follow it, the Mist will be near. And, as you know, it’s dangerous to be near it too.” 
 
    “But not as dangerous as in the actual Mist,” the girl declared the final verdict. “So we’ll have to take that chance, Chuck.” 
 
    “Hold on a second,” I said, delving deeper into myself. 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” 
 
    “I need to engage a talent. It’ll take me a while.” 
 
    “What kind of talent?” 
 
    “A useful talent. It will help us get past the Mist. It will activate in a minute or two. Then we can go.” 
 
      
 
    Hero of the Night wasn’t really a talent. It was a unique boon received from the Primordial Temple. But Kimi didn’t need to know all the details. Hero added what looked like impressive capabilities, but the actual numbers were still inferior to “natural” parameters one received from ORDER. In that sense, it was not unlike modern artifacts with their “empty” enhancements. It could be a phenomenon similar to rapid parameter development that was fraught with unpleasant side effects, some of which could be rather serious. Equipping an amulet was also a performance leap of sorts. To keep the owner from fainting, the boosts took a while to activate; it all had to happen gradually. 
 
      
 
    Based on prior experience, I knew it would take my body between five minutes and half an hour to become fully adjusted to Hero of the Night. I didn’t know why the scatter range was so wide here, nor was I able to notice any discernible patterns or correlations. What I did know for sure, though, was that the boosts weren’t particularly manifest immediately upon activation. One had to wait a little. 
 
      
 
    Two minutes wouldn’t do much, but it would take us a while to get off the pedestal and clear the pyramid, and then getting deeper into the haze would take some time too. There was a rumble somewhere ahead. It didn’t sound like the horrible elementals from earlier, but more like rocks falling or something. In that case, it was not an entire building collapsing. A single rock, perhaps, or a couple. 
 
      
 
    As Kimi moved closer, to stand right by my side, I could tell she didn’t like the noise. That was another discovery. I imagined she had nerves of steel, impervious to anything, and now it looked like she was getting more and more jittery. The girl leaned over a little, her thigh pressing slightly against mine, her head turned to me. Her eyes were real close. There was no fear in them. All I saw was a strange mixture of weariness, surprise—and something else. Something that would be totally out of place here and now. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Kimi, snap out of it!” I barked as I pulled back a little. 
 
    “What?!” The girl jerked away. 
 
    “Get a hold of yourself, that’s what. You see, my talent is not exactly a talent, it’s… Well, how should I put it… It has a side effect. When the talent is fully activated, it also gives me, er… Well, the opposite sex tends to find me… more attractive. A great deal more. You may not be aware of it, but you are hardly immune to this thing. Please get a hold of yourself and focus. We need to think about survival. We can’t afford to get sidetracked by… uh… side effects.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Kimi moved away a little. “I am as focused as they come!” 
 
    “Great! Please stay that way.” 
 
    The “side effect” could in fact be turned off, but my experience showed it would make the boon a lot less effective. And every single point counted now. 
 
      
 
    There was another “rocky” rumble in the dark, and we immediately turned our heads in the direction the sound had come from. 
 
    “Did I just imagine it, or is that where we really have to go?” Kimi asked. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You didn’t imagine anything. That’s exactly where we are going.” 
 
    “But what could be making that noise? This is the first time I’m hearing a sound like this here.” 
 
    “I don’t know, but we’ll have to get going anyway.” 
 
    “Well, no objections here.” 
 
      
 
    We had stayed put up until the point when not even the uncomfortable bumps on the pedestal were of any help any longer. As a final gesture, we used them to tiptoe to the edge of the pedestal, taking great care not to touch the Mist, which was now hovering in a thin veil over most of the stone surface. From there, we had to jump since there was a small gap between where we were standing and where the haze strip began. We landed hard on the side of the pyramid, and even though the surface was in no way suitable for advanced acrobatics, neither of us got any injuries, and we landed on our feet too. We were indeed in top physical shape, both of us. 
 
      
 
    We got off to a good start, but then the going got tough and slow. Alas, as it turned out, I had not been a particularly good student to Great Master Tao, so in the complex environment we found ourselves in it took me a lot of effort to avoid places filled with negative energy. For an outside observer, the Mist and the haze looked the same, so I had to keep on scanning the route we were following to see the hidden back end of things. Tao would have been able to monitor every detail even when falling into an abyss. Me, on the other hand, I still had a long way to go. 
 
      
 
    We got off the pyramid easily enough and walked for a few hundred feet without running into any trouble. The haze strip between the walls of the Mist didn’t get any narrower, but it didn’t get any wider, either, remaining about half a dozen feet across. But then the terrain changed, and we had to negotiate some building ruins, of which only the foundations, littered with large pieces of rubble, remained intact. Without Darkvision, we would have broken our legs sooner or later, and even with it, our progress slowed to a crawl. 
 
      
 
    Still, I estimated that if the haze strip extended in the same direction and didn’t become the actual Mist, we’d reach the seventh exit soon. It was the least convenient of the doors since it was located in an unusual depression—a place looking as though some giants had driven an overturned pyramid into the ground there, top first, and then pulled it out, leaving a gigantic terraced pit behind. The door was located on one of those “steps,” and the staircase that had once led to it from the surface was completely destroyed. A dedicated explorer would be able to negotiate what was left of it, albeit slowly, which was what made it a fairly uncommon avenue of egress from the Amphitheater. But all the other exits were a lot further away. If the haze disappeared, we’d find ourselves smack in the thick of the Mist, and speed would be our only salvation. The sooner we got to the door, the more likely we would be to survive. 
 
      
 
    That said, despite my usual proclivity for dangerous adventures, I was not about to pull off a mad dash for the exits if I could avoid it. The plan was to get as close to the door as possible, and then wait it out in the haze the way we did back on the pedestal. Hopefully, the haze would spread out as time went by, or perhaps the Mist would vacate the central section of the mapped area altogether. 
 
      
 
    It was a good plan. It called for avoiding unnecessary risk and seemed almost ideal under the circumstances. 
 
      
 
    Intuition: 
 
    The plan won’t work. 
 
      
 
    What was it this time? For the first time ever, my inner voice seemed skeptical of my logical inferences, although it didn’t bother saying why. Jeez, what was new? I stopped, my mind hard at work, running feverishly through possible doomsday scenarios. 
 
     “Is anything wrong?” Kimi immediately sensed something was off, although she didn’t quite know what. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I now feel that the haze ahead of us is also dangerous. Not as bad as the Mist, but still not quite a walk in the park, either. Apparently, there was a reason they told us to stay away from it.” 
 
    “I remember that too. But where else would we go? And it’s a hundred times better than the Mist anyway. But why did you only think of it now?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t get a chance to respond to that. Whatever it was that lay in ambush ahead, waiting for us, decided we did not just stop for a chat but actually wised up to the danger and saw right through its devious plan. And it set that plan into motion. 
 
      
 
    A pile of rubble some ten feet ahead of us rumbled as it suddenly started to rise. The following moment, we were facing a twelve-foot-tall figure that looked like a rough outline of a broad-shouldered human with a rudimentary head of clay. In another split second, the unknown monster flailed its arm that seemed to be made of super elastic rubber, or rather a long, expandable string of huge rosary beads. The appendage immediately telescoped out, becoming three times longer at once, and lashed at us like a whip. 
 
      
 
    Only we were no longer there. Both of us had good reflexes and reacted in unison. I ducked under the path of the whip, and Kimi jumped over it. The arm missed, crashing into a partially destroyed wall behind us, reducing it to a certifiable pile of rubble. Now we knew what that mysterious sound of falling rock was all about. But apparently, there was more of the same where that came from, and the monster was not at all discouraged. The beady whip pulled back quickly, while the other one grew, swinging back at the same time, preparing for a strike. 
 
      
 
    “Watch out!” I yelled, dashing right towards the monster. 
 
      
 
    What else could I do? It was standing right there, blocking our way, and we didn’t know how fast it could move. Running away from it along a narrow Mist-free corridor didn’t seem like a good idea, and besides, we couldn’t just go back, into the dead end. Forward and upward was the only way. 
 
      
 
    Kimi was of the same opinion, it seemed, so we moved as one, as if bound by an invisible string. As I reached the retracted limb, I struck with my sword, and Kimi did too with hers, from the other side. The arms became a lot thinner after the original expansion and looked vulnerable enough to the slightest blow. Our blades, treated with that magic oil, would slice the pesky appendages right off. 
 
      
 
    Only they didn’t. Sparks flew as metal hit rock, which turned out to be much harder than it looked. Kimi jumped, ducking under the second arm that already started moving, and I raised Reaper as my side pressed into the body of the rock giant. 
 
      
 
    The big boy got hit so hard its top disintegrated, showering me with a mighty load of sand and gravel. Reaper gave so much recoil I almost lost it. Had my grip on the hilt been any weaker, the magic dagger would have been knocked right out of my hand and flown into the Mist. But I held fast. Unlike the sword, the dagger worked as advertised, and the monster never finished its swing. The entire limb fell apart under pressure, large chunks of it flying off into the Mist and out of sight. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t rest on my laurels though and raised Reaper again. I didn’t know where the thing was at its most vulnerable, so I stuck to the simplest tactics of attacking its limbs. First I jumped over the intact arm, and severed it at the shoulder with two quick slashes. Once wasn’t enough: this odd stony Tony had a fairly weird body of what seemed like solid parts that were barely attached to each other. I felt that hitting any of the monolithic sections would be like striking an anvil, but the gaps with their connecting tissue, or whatever it was, offered some hope. 
 
      
 
    Thinking along those lines, I somersaulted to position myself behind the monster’s back and struck at its legs. The creature tried to grow the lost limbs back, but I kept making them shorter time and again as they extended. All the while, I was scanning the bulky hulk for additional major vulnerabilities, and although none presented themselves, the sum total of the damage inflicted eventually brought the enemy down. 
 
      
 
    The golem, stabbed and slashed from every direction, finally fell apart, and none of the remaining fragments moved. The sphere with the loot also appeared. We won, fair and square. 
 
    I was in no particular hurry to pick up the loot though. Instead, I crouched near the remnants of the strange creature, reached out, and used my Mark Monster talent. 
 
      
 
    A fortified fragment of a granite golem. No potential artifacts. No signs of life. No signs of necrolife. The creature has sustained irreversible structural damage. 
 
    Granite golems cannot see remote objects well, but they don’t need to since they spend most of their time inside the haze where visibility is poor. Granite golems have no sense of smell, but they react even to the minutest vibrations of the ground. 
 
    Granite golems are creatures of the Earth element enhanced by ORDER. This allows them to exist on Rock and in adjacent spaces. Granite golems were never studied extensively. Elemental levels of known granite golems usually range between fifteen and sixty-five. The further away one gets from stable areas, the higher their level, but this rule has exceptions. 
 
    These large creatures are seldom found on Rock proper and usually dwell in special adjacent spaces. They tend to keep to certain places or structures. 
 
    Granite golems are capable of modifying their bodies very quickly. They aren’t fast walkers, but their ability to shapeshift allows them to make surprise attacks from a long enough distance. 
 
    Granite golems subsist on the energy they get from their environment and from victories over their foes. They also use loose rock and debris as construction material for their bodies. 
 
    Granite golems are loners, but if several sense you, you’ll have to fight all of them at the same time. 
 
    Granite golems can make cunning ambushes. You may fail to notice them among piles of rocks until you get really close. 
 
    Granite golems are aggressive. They attack everyone who isn’t a granite golem. In some cases, they attack other types of golems. 
 
    Granite golems are hard to fight. They are near-impervious to physical attacks and completely impervious to many types of magic, while other types still fail to deal them any substantial damage. 
 
    There are three good ways of fighting a granite golem, if it comes to that. First, do not attack large fragments. Concentrate on what holds them together. A granite golem is nothing but an agglomeration of rocks held in place by a complex network of energy. Their joints are easily spotted by the abundance of smaller fragments. Second, use a bludgeoning weapon. If you strike hard enough, you can damage the flow of energy in large sections of a granite golem’s body. Third, you can use attack magic based on the elements of Water or Fire. Although not particularly effective against the element of Earth, they are still more destructive than the rest of the elements. If your tactics succeed, victory won’t be long in coming. But if you fail to do any serious damage right away, you should prepare for a long battle.  
 
      
 
    “Chuck, what’s the matter?” Kimi asked, apparently puzzled by what I was doing. She had every reason to be; I would also be surprised if my companion crouched next to a slain monster and froze in place. But I took my time before replying, using it to hurriedly finish reading and processing the short description, looking for anything in it that might be useful. But I couldn’t concentrate on it forever, since any delay meant more danger. We had made a lot of noise, which was bound to attract attention. Sounds of falling rock started coming from somewhere nearby, and they kept getting louder. New golems were headed our way—and, hopefully, nothing larger or nastier. 
 
      
 
    I returned Reaper to the sheath on my belt and reached for the loot sphere. 
 
    “Kimi, any chance you have any Fire or Water talents?” 
 
    “Where would I come by them, Chuck? Have you forgotten? I went to school to be able to get Elements.” 
 
    “Then hit these things where you see lots of pebbles and sand. Those places are links between larger rock parts. Or whack them with something heavy. But you have to hit real hard.” 
 
      
 
    Kimi threw a tense look in the direction of the noise, which was getting louder. 
 
    “Any chance of going around them?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “There’s the pyramid and the Mist behind us. There’s Mist to the left and to the right too. I’ll take golems over those spheres with scythes any day. We have no other way but forward.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have any Fire or Water talents, either. My furtive experiments with the Shadow of Necros back on the pedestal revealed that Death didn’t work well here. One of the books I read mentioned as much in passing, and I also remembered such things sometimes happening in the North as well, so this wasn’t much of a surprise. 
 
      
 
    The enormously powerful wraith was finicky about how it got summoned even under normal circumstances, and outside of its familiar world you had to be ready for anything. I was very surprised to find it working perfectly fine back in the shard of Life. I got really lucky that time. Perhaps, the rock where Master Tao and I were hiding was special in some ways. Had I tried to summon my wraith half a mile away, the attempt might have failed, just as it did on that pedestal. 
 
      
 
    Golems may have been good with ambushes, but moving unnoticed was beyond them. We chose a relatively clear area for our battle and even had to wait for the first hulk to appear. It wasn’t fast, but you couldn’t just walk away from the thing if it gave chase. You’d have to run. Except we had nowhere to run. 
 
      
 
    The golem failed to surprise us and attacked in the already familiar way, by using its extended “bead limbs”. What I told Kimi earlier proved enough for her to be able to damage the creature’s right arm, and then sever it altogether with a series of lightning-fast strikes at a vulnerable point. I was faster with Reaper. The magic dagger couldn’t cut through stone, instead going around larger chunks of rocks on its own accord to plunge into groups of small pebbles. Stabbing attacks would often prove destructive enough. 
 
      
 
    Which is to say that on the whole, we were quite successful. But not fast enough. Barely had we managed to bring down the first golem when two more came out of the Mist. One of them was larger than all the others we had seen before, and that one presented a problem. It didn’t need to extend its limbs: they were so huge they dragged on the ground. They were also really thick and hard to slice through. Reaper barely made any progress at all, and Kimi’s sword just bounced off without leaving a scratch. That we were both focusing on the largest of the enemies also worked against us since we also had to look out for the other one, which kept pummeling away, aiding its larger comrade. 
 
      
 
    “Kimi, take out the small one!” I yelled. I was going to try something new—and inherently more risky. 
 
      
 
    The noise in the haze kept growing, indicating that even more golems were on their way. Soon there’d have no room left for maneuvering, which alone allowed us to dodge their deadly swings. 
 
      
 
    The girl jumped back, as ordered, and for some reason dashed to the left, towards the ruins of the nearest building. 
 
    “Mind the Mist, it’s really close!” I warned her. 
 
    “I remember!” Kimi yelled back. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what her plan was, but that she remembered how narrow the “haze corridor” was gave me hope. 
 
      
 
    I dodged a strike that most people wouldn’t be fast enough to evade, and somehow managed to jump onto a monster paw, allowing the giant to bring me some twelve feet up, from where I could step down onto its shoulder. But standing on the shoulders of giants, at least on that particular occurrence, proved to be a harrowing experience because the next moment I barely managed to get out of the way of a steel blade that appeared out of nowhere and flashed right before my face. 
 
      
 
    The Void elemental jumped out of the Mist, flew by like a huge spiked sword, fell to the ground, rolled, and froze, rising slowly on its blade appendages. When the second golem saw the alien creature, it swung both its arms at once. The golems apparently disliked those things even more than they did people. 
 
      
 
    Kimi reemerged from those building ruins holding a boulder that was almost as big as her own body. It looked completely outlandish, but I got used to all kinds of strange things in this world. The girl’s strength was not only in her muscles, but in her parameters as well. She would probably be able to carry an even heavier load if she had to. 
 
      
 
    The boulder came down onto the golem’s rudimentary head, which collapsed under the huge weight, becoming level with the shoulders. The colossus swayed a few times and started falling. Kimi jumped off the creature and landed next to the Void elemental, dealing it a heavy blow as she did.  
 
      
 
    I watched the girl with one eye and scanned the area around me with the other, while at the same time somehow looking for gaps between large chunks of rocks and sticking Reaper into them. The giant golem’s arms were hastily transforming, but they didn’t bend far enough to get me. 
 
      
 
    Once again, something moved in the haze. This time, it was three golems at once. They may not have been large, but all together, they were more than we could handle right now since we were still fighting the other two. And then, once I saw another metal sphere rolling out of the Mist, I realized that the really interesting part was yet to follow. 
 
      
 
    The new sphere, six feet in diameter, was definitely going to be the star of today’s show. For a moment, I wondered whether it was the Steel Lord itself—the legendary Void elemental capable of generating enough Mist to obscure enormous areas. It was every hunter’s nightmare, heavily featured in most of the scary stories told about the Amphitheater. 
 
      
 
    Whether I was right or not, the golems lost all their interest in us at once. Unfortunately, with two exceptions. The one Kimi hit with a boulder, now prostrate on the ground, was still twitching feebly as it tried to follow the girl crawling. My own enormous adversary was still in the fight too and eager to shake me off. However, the fresh troika immediately zeroed in on the gigantic Void creature. 
 
      
 
    That was perfect. We now had a chance to escape. 
 
    “Kimi, run!” I yelled. 
 
    “What about you?!” 
 
    “I’m not staying, either.” 
 
      
 
    Abandoning my futile attempts to crack the monster’s sturdy head, I slid deftly down its back. As I did so, I managed to turn around in flight and drive Reaper into the lower joint of the golem’s leg. Once again, the blade chose its own trajectory, going around the larger blocks and slashing through the weak zones. All I had to do was lean onto the weapon, leveraging the entire weight of my body. The dagger had its own guidance system, it seemed. 
 
      
 
    The limb didn’t break in two, but the monster did lose a few bucketfuls of pebbles, and then, finally, quantity became a new quality, and the golem swayed and went down, its damaged limb no longer able to support the humongous hulk properly. 
 
      
 
    I jumped up and dashed after Kimi. She was a few steps ahead of me, keeping too much to the right for comfort as she ran along the border between the haze and the Mist to skirt the battlefield. I would have had something to say about that a minute earlier, but now that the Void creature revealed itself, one could argue we were almost in the clear. Whatever was lurking out there, in the immediate vicinity, was already in the game, with the battlefield getting pretty crowded. The only reason we were still alive was that the monsters were too busy fighting each other, and if our luck held, we could use that welcome development to leave them behind and leg it for the exit as fast as we could. 
 
      
 
    But, naturally, this was mere wishful thinking. What came out of the Mist next, blocking Kimi’s way, was no run of the mill sword sphere. The creature was a true giant that could show the biggest of the golems a thing or two, size wise. I now knew the previous contender was the Steel Lord’s shoe polisher at best, rather than the real deal. If there really was such a thing as the King of the Mist Lurkers, this had to be it. 
 
      
 
    To add insult to injury, the bugger popped up so unexpectedly that Kimi could no longer run around it. There was a corner of a building jutting out of the Mist on the one side, and the din of the hideous creatures fighting each other on the other. The Big Kahuna was smack in the middle.  
 
      
 
    The colossal Void spawn swung several blades at once. They grew from ugly jointed appendages that looked like a spider’s legs, only shorter. My heart skipped a beat. I was not going to make it there quickly enough to help. And what would I be able to do anyway? Regardless, I darted forward, if only to spare myself the pangs of conscience in the future. 
 
      
 
    Instead, it seemed, I would be rebuking myself for lack of faith, because, however Kimi the Resilient Girl managed to pull it off, she did. She slid between the sword-wielding paws, and, a split second later, her sword rang as it hit the sphere, bouncing right back and causing it no damage. Then she ducked under the swing of another blade. 
 
      
 
    Now the ball was in my court. When the blade missed its target and began slowing down and turning for another attempt, I was right there. And I was plenty angry. And so, it seemed, was Reaper. My magic dagger sliced the outer end of the hideous appendage clean off, blade and all. The long, curved shank flew towards Kimi, but the girl caught it in flight without even turning around and used the trophy to casually stab the monster’s enormous bulk as she dodged. This time, the giant creature which had only a few seconds earlier shrugged off the poke of an expensive sword, offered no resistance. Kimi went right past the sphere, leaving it with an enormous gaping wound, from which glistening dust immediately began pouring out. The girl turned and gave me a triumphant look as she swung for a new blow. 
 
      
 
    Intuition: 
 
    The big golem is not all that stunned. 
 
      
 
    “Run!!!” I yelled, as something heavy and doubtlessly dangerous flew over me.  
 
      
 
    The girl didn’t need to sense that mass—she simply saw it. And she reacted in time, darting to the side reflexively to dodge the threat—only to expose herself to another. Another golem, which missed the agile elemental, still had its arm, moving forward, driven by pure inertia, and that rocky whip lashed Kimi who just happened to be in its way. The girl had herself propelled forward violently, in the direction she had been going before her unexpected encounter with the Steel Lord, or whatever the thing was called. 
 
      
 
    This sight made me sick to my stomach. Kimi flew like a rag doll and hit the ground hard. Then she rolled for a few feet and jumped right back to her feet. Phew, what a relief! What a tough little customer! 
 
      
 
    And then she cried out, going down on one knee, and I saw that her leg was bent at an unnatural angle. But even that didn’t stop the warrior princess from assuming a battle stance of sorts. Although she lost her sword, she still had the giant elemental’s severed claw in her hands, which she held in front of her, ready to meet her next challenge head on.  
 
      
 
    As I got there, I grabbed the girl by the hand. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here!” 
 
    “My ankle!” 
 
    “Hold on to me!” 
 
    “But my sword! My sword!” 
 
    “Kimi! Chaos take you! Hold on to me!” 
 
    “But my sword is there!” 
 
      
 
    Dragging her behind me, I somehow managed to pick up the sword, which was lying on the ground two feet away. As I did that, I cursed everything and everyone under my breath, especially the stubborn girl and her headstrong ways. 
 
    “Here’s your toothpick!” I said, handing the blade to Kimi. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have enough hands to hold all our weapons and the girl at the same time. 
 
    Miraculously, not only were we still alive, but our enemies seemed to have forgotten all about us. The enormous elemental was already fighting the golem that had injured Kimi. The golem was quickly becoming dust and pebbles as the Void creature’s blades were tearing it apart. All it could do was flail the stumps of its mutilated paws. 
 
      
 
    A little further away, the golem Kimi hit hard at the beginning was plodding along, apparently intent on rejoining the fray. The damn hulk almost managed to put Kimi out of commission, throwing the same boulder that had nearly crushed its noggin back at her, and now it was about to make a personal appearance. I hoped it would help holding back the elementals which seemed to be winning the battle. 
 
      
 
    Judging by more metallic clangor coming from the Mist on our left, the Void was sending reinforcements. The best thing the two of us could do was get as far away from that place as possible while the sword-wielding spheres kept themselves busy with the golems. 
 
      
 
    Dragging along someone with a broken leg is awkward even under the best of circumstances, and ours were as far away from ideal as Moscow is from Washington. At some point I realized I was wasting time and effort, stopped, and threw Kimi over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry.  
 
      
 
    “What, you want to join Sir Ghysal?” I barked at her in no uncertain terms. “No? But can you run? No! Put a sock on it then!” 
 
      
 
    And I ran like I had never run before in my entire life. To be sure, I was not setting any speed records, but weaving through ancient ruins and piles of debris in near-zero visibility and with an angry girl on my back made it an unforgettable experience. To spice it up even further, add the acute awareness of every Mist villain in the roster, from A to Z, lurking not quite a stone’s throw away, and you’d have the complete picture. And I could not even scan energy flows any longer, concentrating instead on not twisting my own ankles as I hopped from one rock to another, trying to move in the general direction of the exit. 
 
      
 
    My navigation skills were fried again. If I lost my way, that would be the end of me. But I still remembered to activate the Unstable Chaos Shield. Unfortunately, it wasn’t really a shield—it just gave a very high chance of enemy attacks missing. It consumed a lot of energy when triggered, didn’t guarantee protection, and worked best against ranged attacks. But it stayed activated for a long enough time and would cover both of us while it worked. We’d have a much better chance of reaching the door while it remained on.  
 
      
 
    And then there was another menacing clangor on the left. And then on the right. And still more similar racket behind us—much louder this time. That could only mean that the golems were all down and the Steel Lord could now give us its undivided attention once again. 
 
      
 
    Going through all my talents and abilities in my mind, I realized our only salvation now was running fast. I didn’t know how to deal with the Steel Lord. It may not have been impervious to Reaper or its own severed claw, but the wounds they made were too insignificant, and we’d have to inflict a lot of them to really make it count. That would take time, which we didn’t have: it seemed dozens, if not hundreds of those accursed creatures were rallying to assist their leader. The clanging of metal behind us grew stronger, with new individual noise sources joining the cacophony every second. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly I could not feel any ground under my feet any longer and I didn’t even try to maintain my balance. I went down, landing hard on my half-bent knees. Kimi’s weight on my shoulders made it so much worse, and my derriere went lower than I had intended, causing me to hit my coccyx on a rock real hard. It hurt so much there were tears in my eyes, but I couldn’t afford to stop for a single moment. I had only just set foot on the first step of the inverted pyramid through which one accessed the exit. I had a few more to go, and then there would be that final sprint of about five hundred feet. If I managed to pull that off, we’d finally be at the door. 
 
      
 
    Something shiny and metallic suddenly blocked our path. A regular-sized elemental, I gathered, the kind I had made short work of earlier. But now I was running with an unwieldy load on my back. I jumped and unsheathed my sword while in flight. And miscalculated, again, my coordination thrown off by the weight of the teenage girl who had no one else to fend for her. But the elemental missed too—either deflected by my Chaos Shield, or because I simply bent my leg, moving it out of harm’s way. Of course, the price of that was not being able to use it for support now, so it was a miracle I didn’t stumble and fall. I turned around and swung. My sword didn’t slice the elemental in half outright since the blade just wasn’t long enough, but it still did enough damage to make sure that particular bugger was not going to bother us again. Still, I was sure there was more where that one came from. 
 
      
 
     “Chuck, drop me!” Kimi cried. The smart girl could probably tell I was on my last legs. 
 
    “I will, when we get to the door!” I barked, wasting precious breath on words. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t just stay silent. Kimi could well be counted upon to try freeing herself.  
 
      
 
    That shut her down, at least for a while, so I could concentrate on jumping from one rock to another, hoping that my plotting of the shortest way would prove correct. But given the weird shape of the pit, that remained to be seen. Whatever I knew of geometry dated from long ago, and I had never been particularly good at it to begin with. 
 
      
 
    The ruckus behind my back was getting closer, with something particularly large and scary apparently in the lead. The monster blades sounded as if they would slice my back open any moment, and I wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. The ground in front of me and under my feet had my undivided attention. I couldn’t afford to look back. 
 
      
 
    Intuition: 
 
    Fifty steps. 
 
      
 
    Fifty more steps? Really? 
 
    I thought I was almost there, a dozen feet or so away, tops. It would be a real bummer to follow in Sir Ghysal’s steps being that close to the finish line. But who said life was fair? 
 
      
 
    By some sixth sense I did not know I had, I felt a menacing mass right behind and twitched to the left, at the same time going into a deep crouch. A huge ball went over me, landing a few feet ahead in the jagged relief of the pyramid pit. That proved its undoing, it seemed, whether on account of the weird geometry or with help from my Shield of Chaos. The beast had to jump back at us from the height of the next step up and did a lousy job of it, its bladed appendages slicing through my clothes but barely reaching my body and giving me mere scratches. 
 
      
 
    The monster’s size worked against it. It tried hard to stop using its appendages as anchors, but momentum carried it for about thirty feet, and it slowed down as a result. As for me, the encounter only slowed me down a little, and now that I realized how close a shave it had been, I tapped reserves I didn’t even know my body had. 
 
      
 
    Intuition: 
 
    Twenty-five steps. 
 
      
 
    We made it! Eat your heart out, Sir Ghysal! 
 
    Another elemental missed and flew past us. Fortunately, the Chaos Shield worked against elemental creatures as well. But the monster would stop any second and then give chase, swinging its blades around. 
 
      
 
    Run! Run faster! 
 
    A door with its leaves open wide in a welcoming gesture appeared from the fog. The same moment, something slashed across my back. It was scary, unexpected, and it hurt, although I knew something like that could happen. It wasn’t enough to knock me off my feet though. This wasn’t the Steel Lord—it must have been one of its minions. I took the last few steps, and then it was over: we were inside a tiny chamber that would take us to a world without golems or elementals. 
 
      
 
    Kimi yelped. I knew it was my fault: she knocked her head on the door frame as I darted in. But that wouldn’t kill her, while any delay on my part to ensure a more comfortable reentry might have. 
 
      
 
    Driven by momentum, with precious little room to slow down in the confined little chamber, I crashed hard into the opposite wall, slumping to the ground. As I turned around, I saw no Mist behind the door that was sliding shut. Instead, there was a wall of steel, stopped short in its tracks, as dozens of elementals formed a nearly solid mass at the doorsteps of the exit portal, unable to move any further. I remembered they told us the alien monsters could not cross into the forbidden zone of the portal and the different world it was leading to. Now I had the pleasure of seeing it for myself—or, rather, catching a brief glimpse of the proof. I’d take that. I wasn’t picky. 
 
      
 
    Kimi stirred, then got up, and leaned against the wall. 
 
    “You nearly smashed my brains in,” she said, wincing, as she touched her head. 
 
    “Oops. Sorry,” I said. 
 
      
 
    It was always better to apologize after the fact than explain things beforehand. Especially if those things were pretty obvious to all the parties involved. 
 
      
 
    But of course she knew I meant her no deliberate harm. 
 
    “I’m not saying you did it on purpose. I’ll be fine. You know, I was saying my goodbyes, mentally, and then, bang!” she chuckled uneasily. “Lucky you, you didn’t see what was going on behind us. But I did. Their name was Legion, but somehow they all went cross-eyed or something. They either missed or stopped short. I don’t know what happened, but I think it saved our lives.” 
 
      
 
    Naturally, I didn’t tell her about my rare talent, but I couldn’t just pretend I was deaf and blind. 
 
    “They wouldn’t have gone cross-eyed without any outside help, you know. But never mind that. Don’t we have some unfinished business in Rava? We just couldn’t afford to perish in the Labyrinth.” 
 
      
 
    Kimi nodded. 
 
    “Yes, I remember. You promised you’d punish them all. You won’t change your mind, will you?” 
 
    “You’ll change your own mind before I do. As soon as we’re out of here, I’ll start putting together a list of those who are going to die very soon.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Kimi said, her face spreading into a malicious grin. “If you don’t mind, we could start with Penzer. You know him already, and I am sure you have no reasons to like him.” 
 
    “Nope,” I nodded. “No love lost between me and that outcast of House Folle. But why do you want to make him first? Is he special or something?” 
 
      
 
    It was so dark that not even Darkvision worked properly, yet I still saw Kimi wince. 
 
    “Nah. But he’s close. He’s here, in the capital. I think.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “If that’s the case, it’s good news.” 
 
      
 
    I moved a little and stared at the second door, which began sliding open. The light from dozens of portable lamps and torches poured in through the widening gap. Despite it being really late, there was a large crowd there to meet us. 
 
      
 
    Small wonder. 
 
    I chuckled mirthlessly as I saw healers in the front row, standing at the ready. 
 
      
 
    The first visit became a real adventure—a far cry from the easy stroll I had imagined. And I didn’t learn anything new. Or, rather, I did, but that new information had nothing to do with my grand plan. Besides, something was telling me the Labyrinth would now be off limits to students for a while.  
 
      
 
    But they wouldn’t close it forever. Forays into the Hidden City were a key element of our training and one of the main reasons the clans sent their young here. Sooner or later, the Labyrinth would reopen, and there’d be a line of those wishing to receive Elemental abilities in front of its doors. 
 
      
 
    And I would stand at the very head of that line. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Master, the Seeker awaits your permission to enter,” the servant reported and stood at attention. 
 
    Penzer grimaced. The Seekers were expensive, and, unfortunately, useless in this case. Their team had been paid handsomely for two whole years, producing nothing in return. Zilch. Nada. Only excuses. They kept complaining about the quarry being a minor, having no Circles of Power, carrying strange blood, or some such. Hollow words they were, time and time again, yet they kept coming for their fees on time and had the temerity to look him in the eye as they got paid for doing nothing. 
 
      
 
    Those impertinent moochers! And they even had the nerve to come to him directly rather than to his treasurer or one of the local go-betweens. Come to think of it, the Seekers had no business being in the capital whatsoever. Their purpose was to go through every place at the outskirts of the Empire with a fine comb. That’s where the tracks would be—not in the center of Artha. 
 
      
 
    How long was he supposed to put up with it? Penzer was about to tell this Seeker everything he thought of their gang. His pent up irritation and anger needed an outlet. He would tell the man in no uncertain terms to forget the way to the capital until they brought him cold, hard results. Their job was spending their nights on cold stones and nibbling on cacti in deserts, making sure they left no stone unturned and no stinking rathole in the boonies unvisited. Heck, he’d better tell them to forget about any down time in big cities altogether until they delivered. 
 
      
 
    “Let him in,” Penzer nodded, grinning in anticipation. 
 
    The Seeker looked just like they all did. The Faceless Shadows would welcome him since he was completely unremarkable. That was why Penzer kept confusing one of his hounds for another and no longer bothered to remember their names. 
 
    “Have you missed the capital that much?” Penzer grinned, and not in a good way. 
 
    “Sir, I am not very fond of Rava’s capital. I never miss it,” the Seeker replied in an even voice. 
 
    “You don’t say! So, why did you come here then?” 
 
    “Sir, you’re in the capital, and the news I have is for your ears only.” 
 
    “You want to ask for a raise?” Penzer’s glacial voice oozed with poison. 
 
      
 
    The Seeker shook his head. 
 
    “Sir, I wouldn’t mind a raise, but that’s not why I came. I had a sensation.” 
 
      
 
    Penzer got so used to these costly human hounds being useless he didn’t immediately understand the significance of what he had just been told.” 
 
    “What sensation?” 
 
    “I sensed a presence.” 
 
      
 
    Finally, it sank upon him. 
 
    “And where did you sense him?” Penzer asked. 
 
    “Right here.” 
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    Picture 1 
 
      
 
    This is the way a regular person is born in Rock (Picture 1). 
 
    Infants have the first Degree of Enlightenment with a reservoir capacity of 200–300 units of chi (and the same amount of shadow chi). 
 
    Infants have three ORDER attributes opened: Agility, Strength and Stamina. 
 
    Infants face a strict limit: no more than six attributes may be activated at any given Degree of Enlightenment. Active attributes cannot be equal. That is, one can have, say, Strength: 3; Agility: 2 and Stamina: 1. Or, Stamina: 4; Agility: 2. Any possible combinations are allowed, but the 3-2-1 scheme (as in the first example) is most common. 
 
    Once born, a baby begins accumulating chi with no conscientious efforts. If nothing is done to accelerate this process deliberately, the baby will reach the second Degree of Enlightenment in two to four years. 
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    Picture 2 
 
    This is what an Alpha’s Degree of Enlightenment looks like (Picture 2). 
 
    Generally, Alphas are the aristocracy. As a rule, they are born as Omegas, but their wealth and connections afford them an opportunity to develop. The upper crust among such nobles may actually have their progeny born as Alphas, or Betas (which have four attributes open). 
 
    Children born as Alphas or Betas may have a reservoir capacity of up to 500 chi (and the same amount of shadow chi), or more. With rare exceptions, such babies still cannot develop more than six attributes per degree. In other words, they cannot activate all of their five attributes at the first Degree of Enlightenment (this is prevented by the rule that the attribute values cannot be equal at any given degree). 
 
    [image: ]Picture 3 
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    Attributes have two numerical parameters: quantity and content. 
 
    Quantity is the number of active attributes—i.e., those that have been upgraded using attribute signs and activated. 
 
    The number of active attributes is important because skill development requires a certain number of certain attributes. 
 
    Content is the parameter that measures attribute strength. One attribute unit may have a content of 10 to 50 units (this is a standard development limit, which may be increased, but not easily). 
 
    The first of the examples on Picture 4 above is representative of a person who, at the first Degree of Enlightenment, has three Strength attributes activated, for a total content of 75 (i.e., 25 per unit). This means that a person with the same number of Strength attributes (three) who has their content at 50 per unit (second example) will have a total of 150. As an approximation, such person will be twice as strong. 
 
    Content limit is a random variable, which tends to be higher in babies born to members of the aristocracy. This limit may be raised, for which purpose proper nutrition and consumption of a variety of spices is commonly practiced. If you raise Strength content to 50, then all other activated Strength attributes will have the content of 50 from that point on. However, this content may decline as a result of prolonged deprivation: malnutrition, no spices, etc. Content value of previously activated attributes cannot be raised.  
 
    The number of ORDER skills may not exceed the sum total of attributes. As an example, a person with 3 Strength, 2 Stamina and 1 Agility attributes activated can only open six skills. 
 
    Some individuals (but few and rarely) may have an extra untied skill above the existing limit. In such a case, a person with six attributes, such as in the above example, may have seven skills. 
 
    Developing skills requires expenditures of chi, which is taken from the reservoir at one’s current Degree of Enlightenment. No chi may be taken from the closed reservoirs of previous Degrees of Enlightenment (if one treats Degrees of Enlightenment as similar to levels, it appears you cannot lose the levels you have already acquired). 
 
    The ORDER sets strict limits on development but offers the opportunity to raise such limits. To do that, one needs to develop states, of which there are six: 
 
    Equilibrium:One unit of this state allows one to open an additional attribute at the current Degree of Enlightenment. That is, once you boost your Equilibrium to one, you can open seven attributes rather than six. Thus the limit on the number of attributes you can open is raised; 
 
    Enhanced Enlightenment:One unit of this state adds ten units to chi reservoir capacity at the current and all subsequent Degrees of Enlightenment. In other words, this is how one raises the limit on one’s source of chi; 
 
    Enhanced Perception:Improves the speed of warrior energy recovery (this is the energy one acquires when opening Perception—a combat attribute); 
 
    Enhanced Spirit:Improves the speed of mage energy recovery (this is the energy one acquires when opening Spirit—a mage attribute); 
 
    Shadow of Chi:Improves the speed of shadow chi recovery (everyone has shadow chi, and its maximum amount is equal to the number of chi units at the source; shadow chi is mostly used for artisanal skills); 
 
    Measure of Order:Increases the chances of getting trophies for victories over opponents and other achievements. 
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    Picture 5 
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    Picture 6 
 
    The examples on Pictures 5 and 6 represent typical peasants and nobles—Omegas and Alphas. 
 
    The Omega on Picture 5 has followed a standard development path and got unlucky enough with his attribute content. He has it at the minimum, and there is nothing he can do about it (which would be difficult for commoners). The Alpha on Picture 6 has developed to the max from the get go (it is rare but possible). She also managed to open three Equilibrium units originally (this is not just rare but is in fact almost a miracle; yet, the ORDER allows it). 
 
    Both the Omega and the Alpha have four Degrees of Enlightenment (levels) open. However, the peasant has less than half of the noble’s chi in his reservoir. The noble also has an apparent lead in terms of the number of attributes, and their content also exceeds that of the peasant by orders of magnitude. As a rough estimate, the Alpha has five and a half times more Stamina, almost six times more Strength and almost nine times more Agility. Plus she has two warrior and mage attributes—something the commoner does not have at all. It appears that the Alpha may acquire skills that require Spirit and Perception, and the Omega may not. And those are the kind of skills that a good warrior needs. 
 
    By comparing these stats, it is easy to understand and forgive the main hero who spends his nights worrying about progressing towards something illustrated in the example on Picture 6. Those exemplified on Picture 5 are at the bottom of Rock’s hierarchy. As compared to the Alphas on Picture 6, such individuals are essentially helpless. It isn’t fair, but that’s the way it is. 
 
    A person with a complicated biography and plenty of powerful enemies simply cannot stay at the Omega bottom of Rock’s hierarchy—and expect to survive. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Many thanks to my readers! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this book, I would be very grateful if you could leave a review: 
 
      
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09XKR3TGY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Facebook group: 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books 
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